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   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   Some people wonder what their purpose is. They question their dreams—the passion in their heart. Not me. No, I’ve always known. I’ve known since my first breath, since the first time I saw those mesmerizing emerald green eyes, since the first time I saw my love, my soul mate in my dreams.
 
   As I lay here staring at this dark ominous sky all I can think about is her…those eyes. I know when my fingertips touch her for the first time in this life she will feel the energy of my love, the passion I have for her. My flesh aches for her touch.
 
   I know she must be worried about me. Almost eight new moons have passed since I’ve met her in our dreams. I’ve been trying to prove to myself, and anyone else who dares to doubt that I was right, that she’s mine. Not seeing her has only made the dreams of our past more vivid. The universe along with this dark, forsaken dimension is yearning for our love. Waiting for us to come together as one again.
 
   There is a sense of ominous foreboding that surrounds the palace. My mother hasn’t looked me in the eye for days, my father is anxious. I would take the time to wonder why if I had a free thought. I don’t. Donalt, the most powerful ruler I’ve ever met, the only one in this dimension, is always occupying my time with his random prophecies. I cannot remember a time in my life when he wasn’t just a few feet away. He has told me that I will succeed him, that his throne will be mine. I doubt him. He’s a demon, one that has ruled for over four million years. He’ll never fall. He has a sinister plan. I can feel it. Sometimes I swear I hear him in my mind telling me what to do, what to say. I fight him with my memories, the ones of my dreams with her. My dreams of her are not always pleasant. I know that we have fought and died together over and over, but this life will be different. It’s different because I will not let anything or anyone stop us from being together for eternity, even if that means making a deal with the devil himself. She’s mine.
 
   When I stand next to Donalt, before millions, I see the way they look at me. I see the pleading in their eyes. They want this gray hell to end. They think that I will end it for them. I glance from one solemn expression to the next. Smiling, laughter, that is forbidden here, but I let my eyes fall into theirs. I stare into their empty souls and promise them that my time, her time, is upon us. I promise them that I will stop at nothing to bring her home. What happens after that point is no concern of mine. My purpose is to find her, to harness the power that our passion and love will release.
 
   The Blue Moon that falls on her eighteenth year…that is when this pain and anger of not having her near me will end. That is when the power will belong to us. We will be unstoppable.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   I was terrified... 
 
   The summer air blew through my open window as I tossed and turned in bed, lost in a dark dream. I was having one of the bad dreams where I could not feel the people around me. They had no emotion, not even a mood. The same dream had haunted me since childhood. The heavy weight on my chest was almost unbearable, leaving me with shortness of breath. The adrenaline rushing through my body gave way to hair-raising chills.
 
   Being unacknowledged by the people in this place had become normal. They seemed lost in their own personal hell. Lines gave definition to their faces. The world around them was gray. In order to lift the weight from my chest and wake from this horrible hell, I would have to find the one who had called me here, the one I could feel, whom my touch could help.
 
   I made my way through the gloomy street, pushing through others as they walked by in a solemn state. I reached out with all my senses. I could hear the sound of arguing growing louder. That had to be my way out. The weight on my chest grew stronger, telling me I was right. Fear began to race through me though, so I tried calming myself by remembering that they could not see me. I was a ghost to them.
 
   Small windows lined the tall gray cement walls. Darkness lingered behind most, while lights illuminated others. There was no grass, trees, or sign of birds or any other life beyond the hopeless people all dressed in long black cloaks. Everything was so controlled and uniform. The absence of color, music, and laughter was almost as scary as the emptiness in their eyes.
 
   As I walked closer, fear overtook me upon the realization of what I’d anticipated: the one who had called me was close. The weight was reaching a degree of unbearable pain.  My emotions were raging. Why did it have to hurt? I tried to push away the invisible force that was torturing me, but my efforts were in vain, just as they always have been.
 
   The arguing was coming from one of the small windows on the first level. A man was yelling as a woman cried out. On the front steps, I saw a little boy. He looked to be five or six. He maintained a blank stare into the darkness with the purest of blue eyes. His hair was long and messy. The clothes he was wearing were tattered and dirty. I felt so sorry for him. I wanted to take him from there, but that was nothing short of impossible. Putting my anger and fear aside, I sat down next to him and placed my hand on his small back.
 
   I thought of how happy he could be if he were only given some sense of being loved. How abundant he would feel if he could be the center of some lucky parents’ world. The little boy dropped his eyes as he felt me. Oddly, his emotion shifted to regret and sorrow. Not understanding, I focused on peace. His emotion slowly gave in to mine, bringing a sense of calm into his little body. I hoped that I would have been able to bring him happiness, but my time there was coming to an end. Silence came. The little boy vanished, as the people on the street did. The wind whistled through the barren, cold walls. Now, I could only hear my violent heartbeat.
 
   I stood, bracing myself for what I knew would happen. A tall, dark figure emerged from the shadows, his contemptuous laugh echoing through the darkness. He has been in every nightmare I’ve ever had, taunting me, trying to force me to succumb to him. His face is always hidden by the darkness. The dragon tattooed on the inside of his arm told me he was the same one. This figure was once a child, but now, both young adults, we played the game that brought only him pleasure. He crept closer to me, laughing under his breath. He then reached for me. I knew from my previous nightmares that a burning white light was about to push right through me. I crossed my hands in front of my face, blocking the surge of light.
 
   When the light did not come, I slowly lowered my hands. The figure was standing just in front of me. I still could not see his face, but I could feel his eyes searching over me. He grasped my wrist, where I have a tattoo of an Ankh, a beautiful cross that opens at the top with a loop. My instinct was to pull away, but I could not make my mind and body agree. With his touch, I felt a hypnotizing, warm sensation that eased through my wrist, up my arm, and circled through my body taking the weight off my chest. His thumb traced over the cross. I sensed him smirk.
 
   “This is true…I will find you now,” he said in a deep, controlled voice. He pressed his thumb in the center of the loop. The warm sensation turned into a blazing burn. I screamed through the pain, finally waking.
 
   My screams brought my father into my room. He’s always the first person to respond when I wake in the night.
 
   I’ve never told my parents the details of the nightmares. Since before I can remember, I’ve always felt the emotions of the people around me as if they were my own. If I told him how scared I really was, I would have to feel his fear as well as my own, so putting the event behind me seemed much simpler.
 
   “Willow, wake up,” my father said in a deep heartfelt tone. He’s always had a calm feeling to him.
 
   My eyes flew open as I sat up hastily, finding myself safely in my own room—right where I belonged. I grabbed my wrist, still feeling the pain not understanding why I still felt the pain if I was safe and sound.
 
   “You haven’t had one of those dreams in a while,” my father said, turning on the lamp.
 
   The last one I’d had came on the eve of my eighteenth birthday in November. It was now mid-August. We’d all hoped I’d simply grow out of them. It seemed, though, the odd characteristics that I developed during my childhood would never really leave me. Awesome. Not.
 
   “I don’t understand. The new moon was two days ago,” my father murmured.
 
   When I was a child, I had nightmares with each new moon. So, I’d fallen asleep that night without a fear in the world, thinking I’d successfully passed through another month without having to face that figure. It seems, though, that he will always be connected to me. Why? That question plagues me.
 
   “I’m all right, Dad. Really.”
 
   My father was full of fear now. I glanced at him. His hazel eyes had turned to a shade of brown as they always do when he’s concerned about something. He shook his head slowly, not agreeing with me.
 
   “Let me see your wrist,” he said quietly.
 
   My father is Dr. Jason Haywood. He always seems to know if I’m hurting more than I let on. I’ve never been able to fake myself well, or sick, for that matter.
 
   When I got the tattoo of the Ankh, my mother, Grace, was furious. She grounded me for the first time in my life. My father, though, simply asked why I’d chosen that one. I never really had an answer. The symbol stood for eternal life, which was something I’ve always found fascinating. My friends were picking out butterflies and flowers, but the Ankh seemed more fitting for me.
 
   I slowly uncovered my wrist, expecting to see a burn. Instead, inside the loop at the top of the Ankh was a small star. I felt my father’s shock, fear, and disbelief. My heart hammered in my chest as I tried to understand how that dream chased me into the sanctuary of my life. In a panic I pushed past my father.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked, standing to follow me.
 
   “I just want to wash my face, Dad. I’m fine. Go back to bed,” I threw over my shoulder, trying to block his emotions.
 
   The bathroom was next to my room. I closed the door behind me, rushed to the sink, and began trying to scrub away the star. I couldn’t comprehend it. I didn’t understand what I’d done to deserve this. Why do I have to be so different?
 
   Feeling the emotions of the ones around me isn’t the only aspect of my gift. While I’m awake, I can also see images of the people who are not here. They all need my help and are seeking someone to comfort them, so I touch them and somehow give them the emotion they’re craving. With each touch, I’m taken to wherever they may be. When I release them, I’m pulled back into my reality.
 
   I’ve never understood why they could not see me, where I went, or how I even managed to do what I did. Every day I’m haunted by these questions. When the nightmares stopped a few months back, the images seemed to fade as well. Since helping the images is the only thing that makes sense about what I can do, I channeled my aggression through painting, trying to capture the emotions I’d changed. This gave me the desire to help again. It gave me the will to endure this cruel fate.
 
   Recently, though, I put my brush down and haven’t so much as doodled on a napkin since. My mother believes I have a creative block. She’s an artist, too, and sees my painting as a rare talent. I never had the nerve to tell her that it was simply a crutch I used to cope with the wicked war my soul fights with each breath I take.
 
   In a couple weeks, she is sending me to an art school in New York. The thought of having a nightmare so far from home is terrifying in and of itself. I felt the pain of fear swell in my chest. I had to figure out how to get out of these dreams she had planned for me.
 
   At this point my wrist was red and raw. The star was still there. I splashed water on my face then stared into the mirror, trying to look past my emerald green eyes. I wanted to see the answers somewhere inside of me. All I saw was a girl trying to get from one breath to the next. And I hated that. I should be stronger than this. Something told me that the time for me to hide from this was ending. There is nothing worse than knowing that hell is charging toward you and there is nothing you can do to stop its approach.
 
   I could feel my parents downstairs. They were filled with a sense of urgency and panic. I took a deep breath, wishing that I could change the emotions of the ones around me. If I could, I would go down there and move them back to the peace and excitement that belonged to them.
 
   I dried my face off and put lotion on my tattoo, trying to ease the burn. I then turned off the light and opened the door, just wanting to go to my room and hide. I could hear my parents whispering at the bottom of the stairs. I looked over the banister to see my father fully dressed. He was trying to calm my mother down, but he was having little success. He grabbed his keys and kissed her before opening the front door to leave.
 
   My own confusion outweighed the stunned emotion my mother was feeling as she stared at the closed door.
 
   “Mom?” I said with a crack in my voice as I slowly walked to the stairs.
 
   My voice startled her. She jumped and looked up at me. With a fake smile filling her face, she tried to find the familiar excitement that her emotion usually carried. She reached back and pulled down her long dark hair, trying to hide the red blemish that always surfaces on her chest when she’s hiding something.
 
   “Where’s Dad going?” 
 
   She glanced down, then back up at me, trying to find words that would not be completely untruthful.
 
   “Um, he…well, you see, he had to go meet someone. At the, at the hospital,” she answered with a shaking voice as she pulled her robe closed.
 
   “It’s, like, two in the morning,” I protested, halting halfway down the stairs.
 
   My mother’s eyes fell to my tattoo. I felt a surge of fear as she saw the new addition. Not feeling like trying to explain it, I casually moved my arm behind my back.
 
   “Honey, you know how good a doctor he is. They just need him. It’s nothing really,” she said, clearly trying to convince herself of the lie she spoke.
 
   My father is an amazing doctor. He never really prescribes medicine or has to run painful tests to find a cure. He just seems to know what’s wrong and how to heal it. People come from every state just to see him. So, I almost believed her for a moment, that is, until I felt a dread rise inside her.
 
   I was about to get angry when I heard my baby sister’s bedroom door open at the other end of the hall. Only six, Libby is a lot like my mother. They both live with a constant child-like excitement rushing through them. Squinting her dark eyes in the light of the hall, Libby pushed her long, dark, tangled hair out of her face.
 
   “Is it time to get up?” she asked me.
 
   Seeing her way out of having to answer any more of my questions, my mother climbed the stairs hastily.
 
   “No, baby girl, Daddy just had to go help someone,” she answered in the sweet tone she always used with Libby.
 
   I felt Libby’s confusion. Even she knew that that was odd.
 
   My mother reached Libby and took her hand. “Come on, sweetie, I’ll lay with you,” my mother said to her, guiding her into her room.
 
   Libby looked back at me. I shrugged my shoulders, letting her know that I didn’t understand either.
 
   I stood awestruck for a moment before going back to my room. Leaving the light on I climbed under my covers. Immediately my mind went back to the words that the figure had said: “I will find you now.” The details of the nightmares, the images, and feeling people around me are traits that I’ve always kept to myself. Mainly, out of fear that my family will think that I’m insane if I tell them. Who needed that on top of everything else? Not me.
 
   As a child, I only had nightmares during a new moon, but every single night I dreamt of another place. There I always found the same person. I cannot recall a single day of my life that I have not seen him.
 
   This intoxicating person has always mesmerized me with his intense blue eyes, which give way to perfect lips highlighted by sensual dimples that come to life when he smiles at me. His shoulders are broad. His tall frame is lean with sleek muscles. His entire demeanor is near stoic. My soul told me that he could and would protect me from the evil that has targeted me for no apparent reason at all.
 
   I took in a deep breath and closed my eyes, holding his image in my mind, hoping this time that I’d find him instead of the unexpected horror that I’d already faced that night.
 
   I slowly opened my eyes to a bright sunlit field. Relief swept through me as I started to search for the one who gave me peace—my blue-eyed boy.
 
   It felt like I belonged there, like it belonged to me. There was only one flaw—utter silence. I had never heard the voice of the one I love. Everything looked so pure, innocent. The grass, trees, and flowers smelled so sweet. The birds and butterflies drifted silently through the air. A small creek led into a larger waterway that fell into a beautiful, gentle waterfall. Here, I was sure that I would find him. I wished every second of every day for this dream to come to life.
 
   He was there, watching the water, waiting patiently for me to arrive, as he knew I always would. Feeling me approach, he turned and grinned at me as he brushed his dark, wavy hair out of his eyes. A smile lit my face. I felt the air leave my lungs as I took him in, a life force. It didn’t matter how many times I’d seen him butterflies still filled my stomach. My heart still beat a little bit faster, my soul hummed at the sight of him.
 
   Each time my nightmare would come before our meeting, he could see it in my face and his unease and anger for whoever had hurt me was clear. Stepping closer to me, he read my eyes again. Instantly the smile in his eyes faded. I looked down, almost ashamed that I was so weak. He held out his arms and I fell into his embrace. Those strong hands eased down my back as he pressed us together and swayed us ever so slightly. I felt his lips on the crest of my brow; the sensation sent a quake through my entire body. I craved this boy. I needed him to be real. 
 
   I know it’s nuts, but I loved him so much that it hurt. His absence from my waking life was agony.
 
    I wanted to stay here, to hear him. All the insane things that happened to me would be worth it if only he were real.
 
   The sound of lawnmowers woke me before I had a chance to say goodbye to my blue-eyed boy. I looked down to see the star still resting inside my Ankh and shook my head in disbelief.
 
   Knowing that I couldn’t lie still for another moment, I pulled myself up. On my bedside table, there was a note from my mother. Libby is playing with Abby today. Abby’s grandmother is taking them to a movie this afternoon. Can you meet them at the theater at four? Meet me at the gallery, we’ll get dinner.
 
   Love Mom
 
   My mother, Grace, owns an art gallery at the corner of Main Street. She has a big showing this week. Most of the paintings are mine. She assumes that if I see the reaction of the public I will be inspired to paint again.
 
   Now that the nightmares had returned, I was almost sure that I’d see an image today. It would feel good to paint again. Even though it was my crutch, it was also my release.
 
   I had just finished getting dressed and was wondering what I was going to do with myself when I heard a knock on the front door. From the top of the stairs, I could see my friend, Dane, through the glass window that surrounded the door.
 
   I have known Dane my entire life. I will never see him as anything more than a friend. He’s a little older than me, tall, with an athletic build. His eyes have always held seriousness beyond his years. In truth, we both felt out of place in this modest life in which we were raised.
 
   Walking down the steps, I took in his calm demeanor which felt refreshing after last night. I opened the door and met him with a wry grin, but his smile faded when he saw me.
 
   “Rough night?” he asked, as that all too serious stare rained down on me.
 
   I rolled my eyes and waved him in. He followed me to the patio that lined the back of the house. I sat down on the swing that faced the yard. Dane sat down beside me and stretched his long arm out behind me.
 
   “You okay, Willow?” he asked, looking down at me knowing the answer was no.
 
   I nodded, staring into the distance.
 
   “Did the nightmares come back?” he pushed.
 
   I glanced up at him, not shocked that he had guessed so quickly. It was no secret among any of my friends that I was a violent sleeper.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?” Dane asked, dropping his arm from the back of the swing to around my shoulders.
 
   I didn’t mind it. Dane wasn’t like the other guys in town. I never once felt uncomfortable because of his emotions. He was like a big brother that knew how to make you feel safe.
 
   “No, I’d rather just forget,” I murmured.
 
   I could sense his frustration as he tried to think of a way to help me. “Was it a new moon last night?” Dane asked. He moved his fingers together as if he were counting the days that had gone by.
 
   I shook my head no.
 
   He was confused. Even he knew that it was odd for me to have a nightmare on any night other than the new moon. My friends would always stay at my house during those times, as if they could protect me from the bad dreams. Dane had told me to just stay awake. I considered the thought, but when I realized that meant I wouldn’t see my blue-eyed boy I chose sleep.
 
   “I wonder why this one was different,” he said faintly.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders. I felt as though I’d let my family and friends down. They’d been more relieved than I was when I had gone so long without a nightmare.
 
   I stood slowly, hearing Dane sigh before he stood to follow me wherever I chose to go. A gust of summer air rustled through the trees, causing one of the branches to scrape against the roof of the patio. I grinned, feeling a sudden quick fear shoot through Dane before he had a chance to process what the noise was.
 
   “Maybe you just have nightmares because of this house,” Dane said, blushing a little.
 
   My house is over a hundred years old and has always been in my family. It is the most historic and admired home in the town of Franklin, but for some strange reason, Dane has never been completely comfortable here.
 
   All at once I felt a gentle pull on me, the way I always did when an image would emerge, looking for my help.
 
   In the center of my yard a young woman appeared. A sinking feeling quickly absorbed me. I blinked to make sure I was not imagining anything. She was on her knees, wearing a long black coat, holding a letter in her hands. She was crying breathlessly.
 
   I stepped off the patio and walked slowly in her direction with Dane following right behind me. It would not be the first time he had watched me help an image. In fact, I was sure I had lost count of how many times he had actually come. He never asked any questions or even spoke about it. Each time, he would just act as if nothing had happened.
 
   My eyes searched over the woman, trying to understand if the sorrow I felt coming from her was grief or loneliness. After a moment, I knelt in front of her, reached out with my hands and touched her shoulder.
 
   With my touch, the gentle pull grew into a force that moved me forward. A tingling sensation absorbed me. The air around me shifted to freezing. It was dark. Snow fell softly through the air. The woman never raised her eyes to meet mine—the images never do. I tried to remember an emotion of absolute bliss, the way I always felt in my good dreams. I could feel her emotion shifting to the same pleasure. Her tears began to dry. A small smile came to the corners of her lips. I let go, slowly taking in her details, knowing that she would be my next sketch.
 
   The same force that pulled me in pushed me away. I took in the tingle as it passed again. It didn’t matter how many times I went through something like that, it always left me enchanted with this seemingly mystical power that was calling my name.
 
   I was back in my yard in the small town of Franklin on a warm summer day. I felt Dane standing behind me, his emotions calm. When we were kids, I could sense how terrifying this was to him. His emotion was powerful enough to make me question why I had no fear of this dance with the unknown.
 
   Now, it’s as common to him as a simple conversation.
 
   I took a deep breath before I turned and walked back to the patio. Dane followed me. As I sat back down in the swing, he passed me and went into the house. I stared blankly at the door, trying to figure out what he was doing. He returned abruptly with a sketchbook and stick of charcoal, then walked over and handed them to me before taking a seat.
 
   I leaned back in the swing, pulling my legs to me to balance the pad. My hand then flew across the page as I outlined the woman. As she came to life on the pad, I realized how observant Dane really is. He understood the significance of my art. Why I sketched. That it had nothing to do with a raw unclaimed talent, but that it was my grip on sanity.
 
   When it was done, he smiled and shook his head. “Well, the rebellion thing didn’t work. Maybe we should play up the nightmares,” he said in a teasing manner that held a volume of truth.
 
   He and my closest friend, Olivia, tried to help me come up with excuses for not going away to school. The school was my mother’s dream, not mine, and in truth, if it were up to me, I would never leave Franklin. I knew everyone here. Their emotions were familiar and I knew how to block them if need be. The thought of being in a huge city filled with millions of emotions was exhausting. I seriously contemplated Dane’s words before we both broke into laughter.
 
   “What time is it?” I asked.
 
   He looked at his watch. “Three thirty,” he answered, a little shocked by how quickly time had passed.
 
   “I have to walk down and get Libby for Mom,” I said, standing and folding the sketchpad closed.
 
   “I’ll walk with you. I have to work tonight,” Dane said, stretching before he stood. His mother, Gina, owned a small diner in town named, appropriately enough, Gina’s. Dane seemed slated to run it one day, but that was a fate he would never choose for himself.
 
   My house sat just one block from Main Street, the heart of town. I slipped on my sandals and walked side by side with Dane down the sidewalk. Almost everyone we passed waved, followed by a Tell your dad I said hello.
 
   Dane just shook his head. “Your dad should, like, run for president. He would so win,” he said, nodding as someone else said Say hello to your dad to me again.
 
   “You’re probably right,” I muttered, suddenly remembering him leaving last night and the way my mother was acting. I was still eager to find out what had gotten into them.
 
   My friend, Olivia, is working at the theater for the summer. Her passions are movies and books, so it’s a fitting job for her. Olivia is one of those people that I enjoy being around because words are not always needed. We are the two girls who sit on the sidelines, watching others in our class. Because Olivia is small and has the same olive skin and long dark hair as I do, teachers often mistake one of us for the other. Our eyes are similar, too, but I’ve always thought that mine were stranger than hers. When she saw Dane and me coming, a smile absorbed her bored face.
 
   “What have you guys been up to today?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Sketching,” Dane answered, all too cynically.
 
   Olivia’s smile fell. “Man, I really thought that one would have worked.” She was sincerely trying to help me stay here. I had to love her for that.
 
   “Wait,” Dane said, raising his hands to make his words have more of an effect. “I have good news—the nightmares are back.” 
 
   I elbowed him to tell him to chill on the negative energy he was spouting off. I was fine. I was making it from one minute to the next just like I always had.
 
    “Really?” Olivia gasped. “Do you guys have any good news for me?” she asked as her concerned gaze melted over me.
 
   “Afraid not,” Dane said quickly. “Hey, I gotta go. If your lights are on when I get done tonight, I’ll stop by,” he said to me.
 
   I nodded and watched him go.
 
   “I don’t think I will ever figure the two of you out,” Olivia said under her breath.
 
   I tossed a dirty glance in her direction. I was always teased about not dating Dane, or anyone, for that matter.
 
   “Just kidding,” Olivia said, smiling and raising her hands defensively. 
 
   The doors to the theater opened. I could see Libby coming up the aisle with her friend and her grandmother.
 
   “Hey, let’s do something tomorrow,” Olivia said, knowing that I’d soon turn my attention to Libby. I nodded and walked to meet Libby. When she saw me, she ran in my direction, her emotion drenched in excitement.
 
   “Oh, that was the best movie ever! The princess had green eyes like you!” 
 
   “Are you sure? I thought only witches had green eyes?” I teased.
 
   Not finding it very amusing, her wide smile lessened. I waved goodbye to Olivia, and Libby told her friend goodbye. She must have known I was supposed to take her to Mom’s gallery because she turned in that direction as we left the theater and all but pulled me down the sidewalk.
 
   “Willow, why are you walking so slow? I want to see Mom. Which pieces of yours are in the show?”
 
    Libby never had just one question.
 
   “It’s just nice out. I want to enjoy it.”
 
   “What pictures of yours are in the show?” she asked again. 
 
   She knew I was avoiding the answer.
 
   “I don’t know. Mom didn’t ask me.”
 
   Libby started going on about which ones were her favorite. I listened half-heartedly as I scanned the crowd, looking for another image. The woman wearing a black coat had left me with a craving to help someone else.
 
   People were rushing in and out of the doors of the gallery when we arrived. We didn’t see Mom at first, but Libby spotted her as the people scurried around us.
 
   “There she is.”
 
   My mother, dressed in the unique style that reflected her artistic ability, was wearing one of my father’s pinstriped shirts. She had fashioned it into a dress with a wide belt, black tights, and several long gold and silver necklaces. Both of her wrists were full of silver and gold bracelets. By next week every teenager and trendy mother would have on the same outfit. Her energy filled all those that she came across. She was addictive and had no idea that she was.
 
   I waved at her to let her know we were there. Libby then took my hand and said, “Let’s find yours.”
 
   It was not hard. One of the first ones in the presentation was mine. It was of a little boy in a field, surrounded by wildflowers. I had painted it almost a year ago. The emotion was happy in this painting. He was so sweet, but when I first saw him he was filled with sorrow, he had lost something. I only tried to give him patience. Just as I was to leave him, I saw what he had lost come back to him. It was his best friend, a yellow lab. It made me smile to remember him. That was the upside to this odd trait of mine: helping.
 
   “Who did you draw?” Libby asked.
 
   “It was just someone I thought of,” I uttered with caution.
 
   “There are my two angels,” I heard my mother say.
 
   Libby was in her arms before I could turn to her voice.
 
   “Did you like your movie?” she asked Libby
 
   The energy that those two put off was unbelievable. Libby nodded and went into a full recount of the movie. My mother’s eyes met mine as Libby spoke. Wanting to avoid her stare, I began to walk down the hall in the gallery and look at all the paintings. The emotion of the artwork, not just mine, was powerful. The most amazing part was feeling the emotions of the people who gazed at them. If they understand the painting, they feel it. Seeing the silent connection from the creator to the observer was near breathtaking. It always gave me the reassurance that we are not alone, that somewhere someone is feeling or has felt what you are going through. They obviously survived it, so no doubt you would, too.
 
   My mother caught up with me. “How did your day go? Did you sleep in?” she asked, trying to catch my gaze.
 
   “Yeah, I’m good.” 
 
   “We’re going to meet your Dad at Antoine’s for dinner,” she said with a sigh of relief.
 
   “Speaking of sleep, I bet he’s tired since he had to work last night.” 
 
   I tilted my head and gave her a dry grin, just so she would know that I was not stupid, that I knew something was up with them. No doubt there.
 
   A surge of suspense rushed through her. She stood speechless before turning and trying to look busy, talking to the lighting crew. When I get home tonight, I thought, I’m going to have to just demand a solid answer from them.
 
   Antoine’s was busy, which wasn’t surprising, as nice as it is. Dad managed to get us a table out on the street. He seemed lost in his thoughts, which was odd because he is usually very attentive to us. I melted into my seat, keeping my eyes down and tracing my forbidden tattoo, as well as the new addition—the small star—now there. It’s now a part of me. Great.
 
   I listened as Mom and Dad went over their days with each other. They were interrupted often as people would pass by and stop to talk to them. I listened and added in a laugh or “yes” or “no” when the questions would come my way. My eyes were on the people all around us. I had not given up my search for another image.
 
   I was more worried that it would be another six months before another image would come. I could feel my father watching me, following my gaze. When he exchanged glances with my mother, I could sense his concern. What is it with him lately?
 
   As dinner ended, I felt a familiar pull on me, so I hastily searched the crowd for anyone out of place. Across the street, I saw three girls walking toward the direction of our home. They looked wet and were huddled closely together, trying to calm each other. I looked at my mother and saw her sketching something on a napkin.
 
   “Mom, do you care if I go by the art store before I come home?” I asked, needing an excuse for the detour that I was planning.
 
   “That’s fine with me. I’m surprised you haven’t made any plans for tonight. Hannah and Jessica stopped by the shop today looking for you.”
 
   Jessica and Hannah were friends of mine and big fans of my mother. My father seemed to grow a little tense. I felt his emotion shift to concern. He spoke before I had the chance to respond.
 
   “What could you possibly need at the store? Between you and your mother, you could open a store on your own.” His voice seemed uneasy as he spoke.
 
   My mother hesitated then looked across to my father. She did not seem to be as cautious as my father was trying to be.
 
   “I just want to see if they have anything new. I think Monica is working anyway,” I responded, a bit defensive.
 
   My mother reached out and put her hand on my father’s hand. Bringing his attention to her big brown eyes, she spoke softly, almost imploring him to listen to her. “Jason, let her go.”
 
   He started to say something, but she put her fingers to his lips, and with their eyes locked, she seemed to reassure him. Taking advantage of the distraction she had given me, I stood quickly.
 
   “I won’t be out late,” I promised. “Hey, Libby, give me a hug.”
 
   “Can I go with you?” Libby asked, dancing in her seat. It was obvious she just didn’t want to sit there anymore.
 
   “Young lady, it’s close to your bedtime. Give your sister some space,” Mom ordered, putting her sketch in her purse.
 
   As I walked past them I didn’t look at my father. I shouted, “Love you guys,” over my shoulder as I walked toward the art store.
 
   Unfortunately, the images were walking in the opposite direction of the art store, toward where my parents were sure to be walking shortly. The art store was just a few spaces down from the restaurant, so I went in quickly, trying to give them time to leave. My friend, Monica, was sitting behind the counter, reading a magazine.
 
   “Hey, Willow,” Monica said absentmindedly as she marked the page in her magazine.
 
   “Hey,” I said, staring out the storefront.
 
   Monica is a good person, honest with her emotions. Sometimes too honest, but she always seemed to lighten any mood I was drowning in.
 
   “What are you looking for?”
 
   “Nothing, really. I was just getting some space between me and my parents.”
 
   “Willow Haywood, why on Earth would you ever want to do that?” she asked sarcastically. “Wait, don’t tell me you’re sneaking off to meet one of your many admirers. Who’s the lucky guy? Dane? Josh, maybe?”
 
   I grimaced as she said the names, which only made her laugh.
 
   “Hey, go to the lake with me tomorrow. Hannah and Jessica are going,” Monica pleaded, walking toward me and trying to see what I was looking at outside the store.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. I’ll see if Olivia wants to go, too,” I said, still staring impatiently out the window.
 
   “Guess what? There’s a new guy in town. Chase has been showing him around today. He is drop dead gorgeous, tall, and muscular, but not too muscular, like Josh. He has the most amazing eyes. They just pull you in when he talks to you.”
 
   Monica’s dramatic description made me laugh. She had always been a bit boy crazy, not a good trait to have in a small town. There are not a lot of them to go around.
 
   “Who is he?” I asked not really caring.
 
   “His name is Drake. Chase met him this morning. He’s renting out the studio at Chase’s house. He’s going to the lake tomorrow, too,” she continued.
 
   “Monica—”
 
   “I’ll pick you up at noon,” Monica asserted.
 
   I let out a deep sigh. “Fine. Look, I gotta go. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Love ya,” Monica yelled as I walked out.
 
   Waving goodbye and walking back onto the street, I glanced back toward Antoine’s. My family had left. The streets were clearing out. I could see Mom and Libby almost a block ahead of me. Wondering where my father went, my eyes searched for the group of three as I started to walk in the direction I’d seen them before.
 
   My house was only a block away now. Just as I was thinking of turning back I felt the pull again.
 
   I saw them a few feet in front of me: three girls, young. I wasn’t sure what was wrong. Their faces held an expression to which I’d rarely been called. There was utter silence all around them. My stomach dropped, and I felt a little sick. I always felt this way just before I got in trouble. If I had any sense I would see this as a sign to turn around and go home, but my curiosity won over my anxiety. I stepped closer.
 
   The night air seemed to chill as a breeze swept through the trees. I could feel emotions all around me. Beyond my images was one full of anguish. I glanced back but all I could see were the people in the distant lights of the streets. Not sure where the anguish was coming from, I ignored it and decided to help the images before me. Long ago I figured out the best way to end this fear of the phantom images was to face them.
 
   Breathing in, I looked at the girls and reached out for the one closest to me. Instantly, the pull and the tingling sensation absorbed me once again. I smiled as I relished in the feeling. I was past the fear and now I could help.
 
   The night became darker. I felt the cold rain. The girls trembled as they walked. Their exhaustion was apparent in the manner in which they carried themselves. They were finding their way back. It was apparent they had been lost for some time and were near the end of whatever trepidation they had faced. They just needed one little push to cross the finish line.
 
   I let Libby’s face flash through my memory—the warmth and energy that came off her. I then placed my other hand on the girl to the far right. Noticing that the two girls on the outside were clearly stronger, I took my right hand and placed it on the girl in the middle. I watched as determination crossed her face. I could see a house with all the lights on inside. The girls could see it, too. I let go and a force pulled me back into reality.
 
   I stood still, trying to hold on to the tingling sensation I felt, wondering once again what force that sensation belonged to, how I managed to use it in the first place.
 
   “Ahem…”
 
   Hearing someone clear their throat, I turned slowly and right behind me was my father.
 
   “Hey, Dad,” I said anxiously feeling my skin blush and my heart pound.
 
   “Willow, do you want to tell me something?” he asked in a placid tone that I had never heard him use before.
 
   My stomach turned. Did he see me disappear—or did he see me reappear?
 
   “About…?” I answered shyly.
 
   My father closed his eyes and raised his head to the night sky. He was really upset, more so now than he had been at dinner.
 
   “Do you realize how far you went that time?” he asked, lowering his head and looking carefully at me.
 
   “What?” The wind was knocked from me.
 
   “Do you even know what you are doing?”
 
   “Do you?” I retorted.
 
   My father cleared his throat again and hesitated as an older couple walked by. “Willow, we need to talk. I need to explain something to you.”
 
   I swallowed hard, not sure that I wanted to know what he thought he knew.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   My father put his arm around my shoulder and we walked in the direction of our house. His mood was shifting. He wasn’t quite as uptight as he was before.
 
   “Willow…you are a gifted child, and I’m not talking about painting,” he began.
 
   We both stared forward as we walked. My body was tense. I’d rehearsed over and over again exactly how I would tell my parents about my gift. The shock of their  knowing was crushing to me. 
 
   “The gifts you have come, in part, from me,” he said in his familiar peaceful tone.
 
   I looked slowly up at him and noticed that he was smiling down at me.
 
   “Which ones?” I muttered knowing that as far as I knew his dreams were normal.
 
   “Well, I cannot feel others’ emotions, if that is what you are asking,” he said quietly as he gave me a pained smile.
 
   His blunt answer made my stomach drop. I had no idea that he or they knew what I could do.
 
   We made it back to our home. My father then led me around the side of the house through the back gate, where he knocked on the kitchen window to get my mother’s attention. I could sense her excitement and her anticipation. My heart was hammering. What where they going to tell me?
 
   Mom made her way out to the patio with three glasses of tea and set them around the table. She then ran back inside and returned with her phone, a notepad, and a pen. I kept my eyes down, waiting for her to settle. When she did, Dad continued.
 
   “Would you like to know what I can do?” my father asked. As he settled in next to my mother, I nodded nervously. He continued. “Well, I can see what is wrong inside the body.”
 
   “Anything?” I asked wondering if that meant emotions, too.
 
   One nod.
 
    “Well, that explains a lot. You are a really good doctor,” I bit out, not meaning to sound mocking. I was just nervous.
 
   My mother smiled proudly at my father.
 
   “Do you have a weird gift, Mom?” 
 
   “Oh, sweetie, I’m from this dimension,” she said innocently.
 
   My father closed his eyes.
 
   “Do what?” I said louder than I intended. I felt sick to my stomach and thought they had officially lost their minds. Or maybe I had.
 
   “Um, dear…we really have not gotten that far yet,” my father said under his breath.
 
   My mother’s eyes widened. She looked down, avoiding my stare, as her anxiety built. I sat forward in my seat, my mouth and eyes wide open.
 
   “What are you trying to say that I’m part—alien? Seriously, you guys better not be messing with me,” I finally managed to say.
 
   Dad leaned forward and put his hand on my knee.
 
   “No, no, Willow. Listen, you are not an alien. You are definitely from earth.” His eyes shifted to the side. “Just a different part of it.”
 
   I furrowed my eyebrows together, questioning his every word. Another part of it? What? This was not happening. I was dreaming. Had to be.
 
   “Listen, when you do what you did tonight, you are using a string, and those strings connect other dimensions. I’m from a different one,” my father said as he shifted uncomfortably next to my mother.
 
   “String—what are you talking about, another dimension?”
 
   They were acting like this was the most normal conversation ever. Was I the only sane one left here?
 
   My father cleared his throat before he spoke. “The string is like a hallway that leads to other doors, and behind those doors are dimensions much different from this one. Honestly, I do not completely understand the way you have taught yourself, but you do pass through the string.” His eyes raced across my confused expression trying to gauge how I was grasping this revelation.
 
   “Look, those people I help are normal. They don’t look any different than we do,” I argued, refusing to play a part in the reality he was painting for me. 
 
   I couldn’t breathe.
 
   “We are all people, we all look normal. These dimensions are only different because of the choices made as a whole,” my father assured, engaging my blank stare.
 
   “I don’t get it…why are you telling me this now? What is the deal?” I said, failing to find reason in his words. Trying to hear him over my racing heart.
 
   Dad glanced at Mom, then back to me.
 
   “It is time to go home,” he said quietly.
 
   “This is home. This town is perfect, safe, and beautiful,” I argued, looking back and forth between them. Home?
 
   “And my dimension would make this world humble in its beauty,” he said in a whisper, his eyes gazing in deep reflection.
 
   “Then why are we here? Why have you had us live a lie? Why have you not told me that I’m not crazy for all these things that I can do?” I almost yelled, standing and beginning to pace the patio.
 
   Dad shifted in his seat and looked at Mom. She smiled, encouraging him to go on. My father then stood and put his hands on my shoulders, forcing me to look at him. His hazel eyes had shifted to a light green, which matched the calm I felt coming from him now. How could he be calm? He was now just as insane as I was.
 
   He smiled faintly and said, “My dimension, Chara, has a trait: we all leave to find our soul mates. We are driven by a feeling deep inside.”
 
   Oh dear God, the only thing I could think about when he said that was my blue-eyed boy. Every part of me seemed to become all too aware at once. What if I could find him? What if he was real? A wave of heat washed over me—my body was humming.
 
   My father grinned as he let his hands fall from my shoulders. 
 
   “I left at twenty to find your mother. When she decided that she would rather live in my dimension, I went to find another traveler to help me lead her home, but the storms inside the string had somehow closed my passage. I found other passages over time, but by then you were born, and I thought it would be safer to stay here for now.”
 
   I knew this man. He was holding something back. Like details. “Storms,” I repeated, still not understanding what a “string” was.
 
   “Yes, not like rain and thunder, though. You see, the string is made of energy; it flows, sometimes too aggressively. We always lead a new person home with the help of a seasoned traveler. If our dimension is not in your blood, all you will see is darkness. It can be very frightening,” my father said, glancing back at mother, trying to warn her of what she would have to face. 
 
   Like that was the most shocking revelation of the night.
 
   “So, is the storm over now?” I asked, still not understanding his vague explanation.
 
   He looked back at me slowly. “Not really. We just think it’s time,” he said as I felt dread come over him.
 
   Yep, he was hiding something from me. “If you couldn’t get Mom there, then how are you going to get us all there now?” 
 
   “I went to meet a friend of mine, Ashten, last night. He is on his way home to get his family. They will help us all get there.”
 
   Shifting my eyes between my mother and father, I wondered if my nightmare had triggered this sudden urge for him to be honest with me. Well, halfway honest with me.
 
   “So what’s your plan? For us to just vanish? I have friends here. I have a life here. We all do,” I argued.
 
   “Willow, just trust me,” my father said, desperate for me to be more agreeable.
 
   “What are you not telling me? You didn’t just wake up this morning and say, ‘Gee, I think I’m going to tell Willow that we’re from another dimension, ha ha, she will love that,’ did you?”
 
   My mother stood and put herself between my father and me.
 
   “Honestly, we have been thinking about it for a while. Libby is already six. We want her to grow up there,” Mom said, trying to defend my father.
 
   “Why didn’t you want me to grow up there?” I asked sarcastically.
 
   I had never been jealous of my baby sister. I could just feel that they weren’t telling me everything, and honestly, it had to be big. They are not afraid of telling me I’m from another dimension, so what could be so bad in comparison? Evil. I kept seeing that dark nightmare in my mind’s eye. The only way I’d endured those nightmares was by telling myself that a place like that didn’t exist. They just ripped my life jacket off of me. I felt vulnerable, terrified.
 
   “It was just different then,” my father said.
 
   “Sure.” I breathed, pointing out how unbelievable that response was.
 
   “Listen, bad people are everywhere. We were told that someone very dark was in the string. They—they, we just didn’t want to travel through there with you being so young,” my father said in a frustrated tone as a sea of deep emotions swarmed through him.
 
   “So, the bad guy is gone now…?” I said shortly. 
 
   Please, Dad, tell me the evil is gone now.
 
   “Not exactly, but Ashten has very strong boys. They will make sure we all weather the storms and make it home safely,” my father replied weakly.
 
   My mother wrapped her arm around my shoulder. “Willow, tomorrow we are going to tie up some loose ends, then the next day we are going to go home where we belong,” she said with a sense of finality.
 
   “Are we never going to come back?” My voice cracked.
 
   “We will come back to visit, but we belong there,” Dad said.
 
   “What am I supposed to tell my friends? I have known them my whole life. You want me just to disappear, like they mean nothing to me?” I argued.
 
   As I spoke, both of them were shaking their heads no.
 
   “Look, I’ve called all of their parents tonight, and I told them you were accepted to a school in Paris. They are happy for you,” my mother said.
 
   “This is a good thing, Willow. We should have gone home long ago,” Dad said as regret absorbed him.
 
   The phone rang, and my mother reached to answer it. When the person on the other end of the line spoke, I watched her pick up a pen and draw a line through a name. She had composed a list of people to say goodbye to which made this all very real.
 
   Too stunned and angry to ask any more questions, I rolled my eyes, then turned and walked in the house.
 
   “Sweet dreams tonight, okay?” Dad called after me.
 
   On the walk up the stairs to my room, I was in a complete daze. If I did not see images or have strange dreams, I would consider having my parents’ sanity checked.
 
   I had never felt more alone in my whole life. I was close to my parents. I never could have imagined that they would have kept something like this from me. I pulled myself into a ball on my bed and rocked myself back and forth, refusing to cry. Flashing back over my childhood, I tried to remember if there had been any hidden clues I’d missed.
 
   I heard something hit my window. Knowing it was Dane, I let out a deep breath then wiped my eyes quickly, making sure there weren’t any tears and walked to the window. I quietly opened it and climbed out onto the rooftop. Having done it more times than I could remember, I grabbed the branch of a large oak tree by my window and made my way down, feeling Dane’s anxiety as he braced himself to catch me if I fell. Once on the ground, we walked quietly to the edge of the yard where we sat on a small bench. I could feel Dane’s emotion growing heavier. I wondered if my mother had already called his.
 
   “You know you were supposed to use the nightmares to keep you from going to New York, not send yourself to another continent,” Dane whispered.
 
   “I don’t think we’re going to find an excuse to keep me here,” I uttered, covering my face with my hands, trying to hide my raging emotions.
 
   “You know you’re eighteen, you could just tell them no,” Dane said, feeling defeated.
 
   “Yep, and you could tell your mother that you don’t want to have anything to do with that diner,” I offered in rebuttal. 
 
   He nodded, then we both laughed quietly. Neither of us had any intention of not following our parents’ wishes. It wasn’t that we were afraid, it was just that we had no idea what we were supposed to be doing. Until that moment came, we would follow.
 
   “What am I going to do without you, Willow?” Dane said.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe if you’re not hanging around me so much you might find a girlfriend,” I teased, trying to lighten the mood.
 
   Dane looked at me crossly, showing me that he wasn’t amused.
 
   “What? I know Monica still has a crush on you,” I said, trying not to laugh out loud.
 
   “Monica likes everybody,” Dane bit out, rolling his eyes.
 
   “Hey!” I said in her defense, even though it was true.
 
   “I didn’t mean it in a mean way. She’s not what I’m looking for,” Dane said as he leaned forward.
 
   “You’ll find her,” I promised, rubbing his back.
 
   “I’m going to tell you something weird, Willow,” he said letting his gaze meet mine.
 
   I held my breath. I wasn’t sure how much more “weird” I could take tonight.
 
   “I’ve never seen you as more than a friend,” he said with a ghostly smile that held volumes of memories of the two of us.
 
   I nodded and let my breath out. Good, we were on the same page.
 
   “But, I get this feeling that if I stay close to you, I’ll find what I’m looking for,” Dane finished.
 
   We sat in silence for a while, staring at the night sky. I wondered if he was right, that if we stayed close to one another we would find our place. Figure out why it seemed like all this time we were just sitting in a waiting room. Wondering when fate would open the door and invite us into a new world.
 
   “Dane, will you do me a favor?” I asked. 
 
   He glanced at me, surprised that I had to ask. Then he nodded.
 
   “Will you watch out for Olivia while I’m gone?” I asked with a tremble in my voice.
 
   Dane nodded, understanding why I was so concerned. Olivia had lost her parents when she was only ten. She now lived with her cousin Hannah. Those two could not be more different. In fact, I think I’m the only one that understands Olivia and that’s only because I can still feel her grief and loneliness.
 
   “You’re coming to the lake tomorrow, right?” I asked.
 
   “I have to work most of the day, but I’ll meet you guys out there at night,” he said regretfully.
 
   “Night?” I repeated. I thought we were just going to get some sun and go home.
 
   “Yeah, they’re supposed to build a bonfire. I think a lot of them are camping out. It’s supposed to be a big farewell thing for you,” Dane said.
 
   “You know I love you guys, but I’m not sleeping out there,” I teased, elbowing him.
 
   “Ahh, come on. You’re not scared, are you?” Dane taunted.
 
   Just then, the back porch light kicked on and my father opened the door. I felt a little anxiety rise inside of Dane. He respected my father as much as anyone else in town. My father stared in our direction. A surge of confusion came from him. Dane then stood and held my hand as he walked me to the patio. He hugged me then politely nodded to my father before he left.
 
   I kept my eyes down and passed by my father. I made it halfway up the stairs before he said anything.
 
   “Willow.”
 
   I stopped mid-stride, then turned to look at him standing at the bottom of the stairs. I could not understand what he was so confused about.
 
   “You can feel the way I feel about your mother and the way she feels about me, right?” 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Do you feel that way about Dane?”
 
   “Yeah, right, not even close, Dad,” I answered as I started to climb the stairs again.
 
   “Are you sure? If you did, that would change everything,” he said, climbing the stairs after me.
 
   I froze and looked down. It would be so easy to lie right now and say that I did, but would they let me stay here, where I knew it was safe?
 
   “How?” I asked.
 
   “I told you that our dimension believes you are supposed to be with your soul mate. If you feel that way about Dane, then he is your soul mate, and we were wrong about you,” he explained.
 
   I sat down on the step where I was standing. The emotion between my parents is beautiful. It’s a love that’s unconditional, timeless. I knew without a doubt that I felt that way about the blue-eyed boy I’d dreamed of. I would even say that I loved him more, but then I realized that my father had let something slip.
 
   “Who was wrong about me? What am I?” I demanded as my body tensed.
 
   My father sighed, realizing he had misspoken. He climbed the few steps between us and sat down next to me.
 
   “I’m going to tell you a story,” he said.
 
   I felt a sense of trepidation wash over him. I turned on the step, facing him, wanting to know everything.
 
   “Every dimension has different beliefs, rulers, and ways of living. There is one dimension, Esterious, which is very dark.”
 
   My heart began to hammer as my nightmares flashed in my thoughts. He sighed seeing my expression, then went on with his story.
 
   “This entire dimension is ruled by the Blakeshire court. The ruler of that court is a man named Donalt, who has ruled that dimension for longer than anyone can remember. He has a very large palace where the priests and their families live. They make up the court,” he explained, glancing at me to make sure I was following him.
 
   I nodded tensely, telling him to go on.
 
   “When I was young, I traveled. I was one of the ones that helped others find their way back. We had taken numerous people to that dimension before.” His eyes drifted to distant memories. “It always felt like a rescue mission rather than a love story.”
 
   He paused and looked over at me, and I could sense grief coming from him.
 
   Clearing his throat and looking forward again, he continued. “We had never once brought home someone who lived in the court, but one day a good friend of mine, Justus, came to me and told me it was his time to find his soul mate. He wanted my help, so I went with him. I was shocked when he led me into Esterious.”
 
   My father’s eyes turned green as he smiled, remembering his friend.
 
   “Justus walked right to the gate of the palace, as if he didn’t have a fear in the universe. There, on the inside walking by, was a young, beautiful girl. Justus looked at me and said ‘That’s her…’”
 
   He paused. I felt his emotion turn to sorrow.
 
   “Long story short, she came home with Justus. Her name was Adonia, and her father was Alamos, Donalt’s highest and most trusted priest.”
 
   My father stopped and stared down at his wedding band. I could sense his regret growing, so I put my hand on his. He sighed, then continued.
 
   “Now shortly after this I left to find your mother so what I know was told to me by Ashten Chambers. It seems that every time Adonia would go home to see her father, they would ask her and Justus questions about our blood lines—how we traveled, where we went, things like that. Justus became convinced that Donalt and Alamos were plotting to take on other dimensions, so he forbade Adonia from going home again. But she missed her father, so she convinced another traveler, Livingston, to take her home. When she got there, the court held her captive. Livingston rushed home to tell Justus, and Justus, Livingston, and Beth, Livingston’s soul mate, then went to bring Adonia home.”
 
   My father’s grief intensified, so I knew it ended badly. He stared at the floor as he continued, “When it was over, Livingston carried Justus’s body home. No one really knows what happened to Adonia or Beth. Ashten said that it’s been very difficult for Livingston since that day.”
 
   My father hesitated as he thought back. I could feel his guilt. It was as if he were carrying a burden that was more than he could handle.
 
   “A few years later, a little boy was seen alone in the strings. Livingston warned the people in Chara that Donalt and his priest, Alamos, were controlling this child. I assume the little boy was Justus’. I don’t know any other way he’d be able to travel the strings.”
 
   My father looked to his side at me, and his eyes searched over my face carefully. “Livingston told Ashten that the child was looking for a girl that was born in the eleventh month and could feel the souls of others.”
 
   With those last words, I held my breath. I was born in November, and I guess you could say that I could feel the souls of others. As his eyes continued to search over my face, it was easy to see that he was looking at his little girl, not the young woman that I’d become.
 
   “Over time, Ashten managed to learn how to navigate through the storms. He found your mother and me just after your sixth birthday. We knew that you could feel emotions. We were living in one of the largest dimensions in the smallest town, hundreds of miles from any real doorway. We thought if we stayed here, you’d never be found by anyone from Esterious,” my father finished.
 
   I let his story replay in my mind as I tried to understand why I was connected to that little boy. I was beginning to think that my nightmares were connected to him. My mind replayed the last nightmare that I’d had; the memory of the suffocating pain on my chest and the burn made itself known across my face.
 
   “Willow, are you okay?” 
 
   “I just don’t understand…why was some kid in another dimension looking for me?” I said as I rubbed my fingers across the star branded on my skin.
 
   “You are a direct descendant of the first recorded people in our dimension. Livingston believes they are trying to control a prophecy first made millions of years ago.”
 
   “What prophecy?” I asked with wide eyes, wanting to know what they were protecting me from, what evil they had been shielding me from.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” my father said quietly. I could feel him struggling with a mix of emotions. Fear was there, and that was not helping me feel reassured at all.
 
   “Then why are you worried about it?” 
 
   He grimaced. “You have to understand, they not only predicted your birth month, they predicted the day, hour, and the very minute.”
 
   I continued to stare forward. My stomach was turning. The thought that I’d have to face that figure one day was terrifying. I didn’t understand what I had done to deserve this.
 
   “Willow, the stars can be read a million different ways. They do not state our lives. I wanted to shield you from this in order for you to live a normal life.”
 
   I looked at him like he was crazy. Did he really think I had a normal life?
 
   “Do you have any idea how hard it was for me to grow up not knowing any of this? I mean, you could have at least told me I wasn’t insane. Do you know how hard it is for me to be in a large room with everyone’s emotions hitting me like a ton of bricks? Try and imagine puberty with my friends. That was not awesome. Not to mention the fact that people would appear out of nowhere, needing my help. Do you know I was convinced they were ghosts until I was like eleven?”
 
   “I never realized that you were struggling,” he said as a surge of regret came over him.
 
   I nodded and closed my eyes for a moment. I knew it didn’t matter how angry I was. It wouldn’t change the past. 
 
   That was the one good thing about this sixth sense of mine. I always knew when someone’s emotions were punishing them more than my words could. So, I let my anger go, sighed, and slowly opened my eyes. Finding the will to face my fear once again.
 
   “My nightmare is the reason you’re telling me this, isn’t it?” I stated, looking down at my tattoo with the star inside the loop of the Ankh.
 
   My father reached over and gently grasped my wrist, looking intently at the star as he spoke.
 
   “It was predicted that on the Blue Moon of your eighteenth birth year, all those who seek you would find you.”
 
   “All?” I questioned.
 
   My father nodded as he gently moved his finger across the star.
 
   “I assumed that prediction meant that your gift would be magnified and that you would be able to help more people. When I saw this mark, I realized that the prediction meant that the child would finally find you.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘Blue Moon’?” I asked.
 
   He gently let go of my wrist and looked me in the eye.
 
   “A Blue Moon is the second full moon in a month. It’s not very common.” He glanced down, and I sensed his anxiety growing. “We only have eleven days remaining until the Blue Moon will rise, and I want you safe in Chara when that night comes,” he said, looking back at me.
 
   Eleven days. As far as I knew I had eleven days to live. That was enough to kick me into shock. To suspend the emotions and see this in black and white, I needed to know the problem and how to fix it. “When did you plan to tell me all of this? What if I did not have that nightmare?”
 
   “When you were twenty, when it would be time for you to find your soul mate,” he answered, feeling relieved that he could talk openly with me.
 
   “Who decided that twenty was the magic number?” I bit out, realizing that meant another two years before I would find my blue-eyed boy, if he were even real. If I made it past this eleven day mark.
 
   “No one did. That’s just when we get this urge. It’s undeniable…it’s all you think about,” he said, leaning back and smiling.
 
   “How do you know where to go? People can’t find each other in one dimension, much less several,” I argued with dismay.
 
   He stretched his legs out on the steps and looked at me.
 
   “Travelers can see several passages, but the others who don’t travel on a daily basis can only see one. The passage they see leads them to their soul mates. Once in the passage, they follow a feeling. The other person is usually looking for them as well. It really is a beautiful thing to witness.”
 
   “So how does a traveler know if they can see more than one passage?” 
 
   “For travelers, their passage is always brighter in their eyes, like a beacon,” he answered, winking at me.
 
   “So when I go into the string, I will see a beacon leading me to my soul mate?” 
 
   My father’s smile lessened a little. “The ‘beacon’ will shine when it’s supposed to,” he said as his eyes searched over my face. I could feel anticipation wrapped in dread coming from him.
 
   “Okay, then tell me what the string looks like to begin with.” If there was a chance I could find my blue-eyed boy I was going to take it.
 
   He tilted his head and gave me a shy smile. 
 
   “Well, it’s like standing in the center of a bright light. You feel surrounded by it. As you walk, you see hazes of different colors, they are the doorways to other dimensions.”
 
   “Is it big? I mean, how do you know where to go?” I asked. Details, Dad, I need details.
 
   His eyes danced over my face as his smile widened. “There are three traits that define a ‘traveler’,” he said. “Seeing the passages is only one. Another is that travelers have the ability to feel their way home. Everyone has their own way of using that feeling to navigate. For me, I would picture my dimension in my mind, then visualize the paths to where I needed to go.”
 
   I looked at him like he was crazy. That didn’t make any sense. I knew where my house was, but that didn’t mean I’d always be able to find my way home.
 
   “You’ll see,” he said, laughing at my incredulous expression.
 
   “What is the third trait?” I asked hungry to know everything.
 
   “It’s the ability to understand every language.”
 
   “All of them?” I asked, astonished. That would have made the three foreign language classes I’d taken easier. Not that they were all that hard in the first place. I just hated all the rules in the written part of it.
 
   He nodded. “That one is very important. You see, travelers do more than just pass through the string. We also learn about all the cultures and help the person who is searching to abide by them.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   He laughed at the eagerness in my voice. “If you take someone to a dimension, they have to understand what is customary for the time that they live there. We teach them everything they need to know, then get them settled.”
 
   “Settled? You don’t just leave when they find someone?” I asked. That revelation was not helping my short window of time.
 
   “It just depends. In some dimensions, a fast courtship is customary. In others, it could last years. When I knew I was coming to this dimension, Infante, I planned to stay for at least a year, and if your mother had not wanted to leave, I would have stayed here for the rest of my life.”
 
   “So you would have left everything and everyone you loved?” I asked with wide-eyes knowing I was way more selfish than that.
 
   “When you find your soul mate, you find the person that completes you. They are everything and everyone you love.” He paused. “I’m eager for you to meet your grandparents, though,” he said, raising his chin slightly.
 
   My mouth dropped open. I didn’t know I had any living grandparents. My mother’s parents had died before I was born, and my father had told me that his parents were in a beautiful place. I had taken that as Heaven, not another dimension.
 
   “Why have I not met them before?”
 
   “My mother, Rose, feared that if she came to Infante, your hiding spot would be revealed. She and my father, Karsten, just wanted you safe.”
 
   I looked down, suddenly realizing that my family had made a lot of sacrifices on my account. My father glanced down at my tattoo, then back at me.
 
   “You have never told me what your nightmares involve,” he said softly.
 
   I traced the star with my finger, remembering the dark figure and the sensation of his touch before it burned me. “I help someone, then I see a dark figure.”
 
   “Every time?” he asked. I nodded. “Is that figure the only one you dream of?”
 
   I looked up at him, feeling his concern beginning to build. “I dream good dreams every night,” I answered evasively.
 
   My father’s emotion moved to relief, then he looked down, avoiding my eyes.
 
   “Are you sure you can get Libby to Chara safely?” I asked. “I don’t want her in danger because of me.”
 
   My father nodded, and I felt his confidence build. “Ashten said that they’d discovered new passages the storms have made. They are trying to find a way home without passing the Esterious dimension.”
 
   I took in his confidence and let it calm me. Feeling a sense of relief. I knew that I’d now be able to ask for help with my gift. I’d even be able to explore it more.
 
   “Do you want to ask me anything else?” he asked clearly wondering why I was being so calm about this. It was the shock, but I wasn’t going to tell him that. He already looked too worried.
 
   “So, Chara is only different because of the culture? Do I need to learn anything before I go there?” Seemed like an obvious question.
 
   He smiled widely at me and beamed with pride. “Different cultures have come together as soul mates, leaving a perfect blend of harmony in their wake.” He stared at me for a second, then went on. “We have a simple faith. Life itself is a gift from above, and love is the most powerful thing in the universe.”
 
   “It sounds too perfect,” I said, trying to see it in my mind. The evil place in my nightmares would not let me hold any serene image.
 
   “You will be happy there. I promise,” my father said quietly. He looked so tired. “Tomorrow, just have fun with your friends. It may be a few months before I feel safe enough for you to come visit,” he said as he stood and began to walk back down the stairs.
 
   Months. Good. He planned to get me past this Blue Moon.
 
   He glanced up at me and smiled. I smiled back then stood to climb the stairs, trying not to think about leaving my friends. Right now, I just needed to make sure that my family got to Chara safely. If evil was coming for me I didn’t want them in the crossfire.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   This dream was different. It was not the sweet place that I always go to, or even that dreadful nightmare. I was standing next to a large white windmill in the middle of a field. In the distance, I could see a beautiful home. There were gorgeous flowers of every color throughout the field. I knelt down to get a closer look and saw that the petals on the flowers were all different. Some looked like roses, others looked like daisies…it was as if they coexisted, but had no knowledge of one another. Ironic.
 
   Next to me, I found a flower more unique than the others. The petals were deep blue with emerald green tracing through the center. The colors were separate, yet one. I stared in awe as I glanced across the field at the other flowers; they began to sway with a breeze that brushed through the field.
 
   I stood slowly, wanting to explore, when all at once I felt a pull from behind me, the same way I felt when I touch one of my images. 
 
   A rush of love, passion, and excitement absorbed my soul.
 
   Nervously I glanced over my shoulder, and there behind me, my blue-eyed boy stood. As I looked in his eyes, I could feel his disbelief. He stepped closer to me and reached his arms out.
 
   I lost my focus and woke without warning.
 
   I cursed under my breath as soon as I figured out I was pulled away from him.
 
   I laid in my bed, trying to find my way back to my dream, but my effort was hopeless. The daylight peered through my open drapes. I sat up and grabbed my sketchpad out of the tote bag beside my bed, then turned to a clean sheet and began to sketch as quickly as I could. I was afraid my memory would leave me before I could call back the details. I sketched the beautiful field and the flowers, highlighting the most unique flower, the blue and green one, by making it larger than the others. I made a mental note to add the color later, hoping that I’d be able to find blue and green paint that would do justice to the colors in my dream.
 
   My mind drifted to my blue-eyed boy. I wanted him to have a name, to hear his voice. Most of all, I wanted to find him. I decided to sketch his addictive image. I guess I thought in someway that it would make him more real. That it would bring me closer to understanding how I knew that someone I had never met belonged to me.
 
   I almost felt normal as I gazed into the sketch that was coming to life. I did not want to wait two years to find him. I didn’t want to face what was in front of me without him. I even halfway feared that if I didn’t sleep right here in this bed that I would never dream of him again. That hurt. The idea of never seeing him again was more than I could take. Which was beyond ridiculous. I’m just not that type of girl. Love sick and pathetic.
 
   I could hear my sister and mother giggling in the bathroom next to my room, so I placed my sketchbook in my tote bag and pulled my robe on as I walked to the bathroom.
 
   “What’s so funny this early in the morning?” 
 
   “Look at this bathing suit I found for Libby,” Mom answered.
 
   It was bright yellow with a big smiley face on the front and a sad face on the back.
 
   “It makes sense: happy to see you come, sad to see ya go,” I said, teasing Libby.
 
   “I thought it was perfect when I saw it,” my mother said, looking me over and sizing up my night of sleep.
 
   “I get to go swimming today, Willow!” Libby exclaimed.
 
   “You do? Where?” I asked.
 
   “I’m going over to Abby’s grandmother’s house again.”
 
   “So, I assume you’re still going to the lake with everyone today?” Mom asked.
 
   I nodded, remembering that this would be the last day I would be with them for a while. Good thing shock was still seizing my emotions.
 
   “I told everyone that I talked to that we were just taking a trip to Paris to see the school and look for a place. They think we’ll be back in a few weeks,” my mother explained.
 
   I looked down at Libby, trying to judge her response to my mom’s words. “Libby is very excited about our trip,” Mom said. As she finished pulling her hair back into a ponytail, Libby smiled up at me, then left the bathroom and went to her room to get her sandals.
 
   “Willow, I promise…we did not keep this from you to be spiteful. We have always had your best interests in mind.”
 
   I didn’t show any expression on my face. The whole thing had left me confused and exhausted. Libby charged back into the bathroom, dancing in place while waiting for my mother.
 
   “Come here, munchkin, and give me a hug. I love you. Have lots of fun today,” I said, looking down at Libby.
 
   Libby wrapped her arms around my waist. “Miss you,” she whispered.
 
   Mom kissed me goodbye. I turned and went back into my room and closed the door behind me. All I wanted to do was go back to sleep, but I knew I’d have to find a way to wear myself down in order for that to happen. I went to my closet and pulled out a few luggage bags, then rushed around my room, going through all of my stuff and deciding what could stay for now. No matter how much I tried, I couldn’t stop thinking about those blue eyes.
 
   Monica called, saying she would be there around eleven instead of noon. We were going to pick up Hannah, Jessica, and Olivia. After packing my bags, I dressed for the lake, covering my burgundy bikini with a black sundress. I was sure to get a dirty look from Monica when she picked me up. She hated it when I wore dark colors.
 
   My father’s study is by the front door. I could feel him in there as I climbed down the stairs. He felt nervous. At first, I didn’t realize he was on the phone, but as I landed on the bottom step I heard him say, “I agree, we will take those precautions. I will head out first thing in the morning.”
 
   I walked to his study, wondering what had upset him. When he saw me, he said, “Okay, Ashten, I have to go. Willow is on her way out for the day…yeah…no…okay… tomorrow.”
 
   Dad hung up the phone and smiled at me. He was nervous and trying to hide it.
 
   “What’s going on?”
 
   “Nothing…um, we’re just going to alter our story a little bit.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It’s nothing. I’m going to leave in the morning and tell everyone that I’m going to Washington to help an old colleague. Then we’ll tell them that you guys are going to wait for me in New York.”
 
   “Why? Where are we leaving from anyway?”
 
   “We’re going to leave from Montana…look, Willow, we’re about to disappear, we kind of need to confuse our path so no one will worry. Just don’t be very conversational about what we’re doing. Let them assume.”
 
   I grinned from ear to ear. I have never been very conversational. I liked being mysterious.
 
   “Yeah, that shouldn’t be too hard for you,” he commented as his stare captured me. He was still seeing me as his little girl, but trying to force himself to see me as a young adult. At least he was trying to do that. I had to admit I felt the same way he did. I wanted to stay innocent and blind, but life was waiting, and the nest I had grown up in was forced to push me out into an unknown world.
 
   Hearing Monica honk her horn outside, I pulled my big, dark sunglasses over my eyes and smiled at my dad.
 
   “Let the mystery begin,” I said. When he hugged me goodbye, he seemed to ease up on his mood, but he was still nervous.
 
   Monica was shaking her head at me as I climbed into her car. She loved to wear vibrant colors, and today she was wearing a bright yellow dress and make up. She must really like this new guy, Drake.
 
   “Ya know we’re going to the lake, not a funeral.”
 
   “Would you like me to stay here?”
 
   “Yeah, right, this is your last day here. You’re not sulking alone. I knew you were good, but Paris—geeze. I bet you never come back from there.”
 
   I was glad I was wearing my sunglasses. They had never seen me cry, and I didn’t want them to start now. I would miss Monica. I would miss all of them.
 
   We picked up Hannah and Olivia first. Olivia climbed into the back seat with a huge book in her hand. I had to grin. Monica and Hannah looked at each other and rolled their eyes. Secretly, Olivia and I loved to drive them crazy by being unconventional.
 
   We picked up Jessica next. I could feel how sad she was as she walked toward the car. I stepped out to hug her, and she was taken back for a moment. I wasn’t really a hugger.
 
   “Can we please cry later? We’re burning daylight here,” Monica yelled through the window. The lake was only thirty minutes from Jessica’s house. Once we were on the highway, Monica turned down the radio and said, “Okay, ladies, I really think this new guy is the one.” Everyone laughed out loud.
 
   “Stop! I’m serious, wait until you meet him. He, like, has a magnetic force of his own,” Monica continued.
 
   I could feel that she was serious, but there was no way Olivia, Hannah, or Jessica would be convinced she was sincere. All guys Monica liked had something she found alluring about them, something the rest of us could never clearly see.
 
   Monica pulled up in front of one of the trucks that lined the shoreline. I could see Josh and Chase unloading their jet skis. Everyone but Olivia and I rushed to claim a spot on one of the tailgates. I leaned on the side of the car and watched all my friends, trying to burn the memory of their faces and emotions inside me. Olivia leaned up against the car beside me and opened her book to a marked page.
 
   “Good book?” I mocked.
 
   “It’s better than those three,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s going to be a blast when you’re gone.”
 
   “What do you want me to do, stuff you in my suitcase?” I asked, halfway considering asking my father if that were a possibility. It felt so wrong to leave her behind and I couldn’t understand why I felt that way.
 
   Just then, a rather large, very nice red Jeep pulled up to where the other trucks were parked. Chase jumped on the bed of his truck, waving the Jeep in.
 
   “That must be the new guy. Looks like he has money. Hot, too,” Olivia commented in her trademark I’m not impressed tone.
 
   I didn’t answer her, simply because I was perplexed. I couldn’t feel a single thing coming from the Jeep. It was a void, like it was driving itself. I could feel the excitement coming from my friends as they waited for him to park and get out. I squinted my eyes to get a closer look.
 
   I drew a short breath as he stepped out of his jeep and sunlight hit his face. He was extremely hot, tall, and lean built. His dark brown hair was swooshed back out of his face, and his eyes were as black as coal. His best feature was his dominant profile. In real life I’d never met someone as sure of himself as he seemed to be.
 
   Drake walked over to Josh and Chase. Monica peeked through the cab of the truck where she was to gauge my expression. I quickly changed it from perplexed to boredom. She then smiled and turned forward, stretching out and posing, as Drake got closer to her. Through my dark glasses, I followed Drake as he walked, checking with my senses each person that he passed. With him, it was empty. First time for everything I guess.
 
   “What do you suppose he did to his arm?” Olivia asked.
 
   I had not noticed the brace on his right arm; it was very white against his tan skin. He was wearing a black sleeveless shirt and white swim trunks. He looked so strong, so… so familiar.
 
   “Come on, let’s go watch Monica make a fool of herself,” Olivia whispered.
 
   “No, I want to stay here.”
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing, I just…I don’t know.” My stomach was tying itself in knots. I had never felt so uneasy around anyone.
 
   “Okay, I can look mysterious, too,” Olivia said as she pulled down her sunglasses, opening her book again.
 
   Chase and Josh were very different from Dane. They were teenage boys who were only interested in one thing. I’d managed to dodge Chase’s annoying emotions throughout high school. When Dane was around, Chase behaved, but when he wasn’t, Chase took every opportunity to annoy me, so I would have to suffer until Dane got here. Fantastic.
 
   Chase stood on his tailgate, looked me up and down, and yelled in my direction, “Willow, baby, would you like to join us sometime today?”
 
   I was glad I couldn’t read minds. His was sure to make me sick to my stomach. Olivia rolled her eyes and threw her book through the open window of the car. She knew she’d have to play Dane’s part until he got there.
 
   “So, have you talked to Dane since they told you that you were leaving?” Olivia asked with a hint of disdain in her voice.
 
   “Yeah, he’ll be all right. And so will you,” I said, still staring at Drake, trying to figure out why he was blank.
 
   “Come on, one day you might miss being annoyed by Chase,” Olivia said, pulling my arm toward the others.
 
   I could feel how excited Chase was. He whispered something to Drake as I walked closer. Drake just stared at me as if the others had disappeared. I felt my heart beating through my chest. I could barely breathe. The gift that had brought me so much grief was instantly missed around this Drake guy. I felt blind. Not a good feeling to have. Not at this point in my life.
 
   “Baby, this is Drake,” Chase said as he put his arm around me.
 
   I pulled my sunglasses on top of my head so Chase would get the full effect of my glare. I heard the girls giggle. Chase let his arm drop and looked at Drake.
 
   “I told you she was feisty, didn’t I?” Chase said to Drake.
 
   Drake walked over to me, and I questioned his every step. He stopped inches from me and stared into my eyes. Monica was right—he was magnetic, though I didn’t find it appealing the same way she did. This was not a boy. This was a man. A man who knew what he wanted and how he was going to get it. I knew one thing, I’d better not be on that list of wants. Didn’t have time for any of this.
 
   “The good doctor’s daughter. We meet at last,” he said smoothly, still staring at me.
 
   “Seems you aren’t having any trouble making friends here,” I said blankly. I didn’t really care for the fact that he and Chase had been talking about me.
 
   Drake didn’t say anything. He just stared at me with his dark eyes, pulling me in and smiling confidently. Oh this boy was dangerous. I bet he had a warning label tattooed all over his soul. I’d also bet every sketch I’d made that this boy knew the effect he had on girls and played it to his advantage.
 
   “Now, that’s a new approach. I don’t think any of us have ever tried staring her down,” Chase said sarcastically.
 
   Everyone laughed out loud. I took advantage of the distraction and broke eye contact, then slid by him onto the tailgate next to Monica and Jessica.
 
   Josh called Drake and Chase out to the jet skis. Drake glanced back at me as he walked away, smiling cunningly.
 
   “When do you leave again?” Monica asked, teasing me.
 
   I rolled my eyes and pulled my sunglasses down. Monica hopped down and walked over to where Drake was. I could feel how flirtatious she was. She wasn’t joking. She really liked this guy. Monica managed to talk Drake into taking her out on the jet ski. I felt a sense of relief as I watched them in the distance. This guy had really weirded me out. The further away from me he was, the better.
 
   I leaned back next to Jessica, who was lost in a magazine article. “Hey, when did you get that done?” she asked. Out of the corner of her eye she had spotted the star inside my Ankh.
 
   “The other day. It’s no big deal. I went alone,” I said, avoiding details.
 
   The last thing I wanted to think about, though, was how it got there. Instead, I lay down and drifted into a peaceful afternoon nap as the sun warmed my face.
 
   Dreaming always came quickly to me.
 
   That was a gift. 
 
   I opened my eyes in the field again. This time, I was closer to the beautiful home that I’d seen in the distance last night. I say home because it felt like my home, only I’d never been there before. The home was a rustic red brick with white porches that wrapped around both levels of the house. There were beautiful plants hanging on the wide porch, just as beautiful as the ones in the field. I could feel a warm breeze flow through my hair. I smelled the sweet flowers.
 
   When I reached the porch, I followed it around to see where it led. I went to turn around the side of the house, as I did I stopped in my tracks. Just inches in front of me, he was there. My soul seized with anticipation. I didn’t understand why the routines of our dreams were altering, but I wasn’t complaining, they were shaping him into something real, tangible.
 
   A warm rush absorbed my soul as my heart pounded, deep and slow.
 
   When I gazed into his eyes I lost all feeling. They were so blue, so mesmerizing. He was smiling down at me, staring, questioning why I was there.
 
   He slowly eased closer to me, exploring every part of my entranced expression. 
 
   His fingertips reached for the side of my face, and all too carefully he let them trace each and every feature, when they touched my lips he outlined each, leaning forward ever so slightly. 
 
   My entire body was numb, but I felt my soul pulse with raw expectation. 
 
   My eyes fluttered closed as he eased me closer to ecstasy. I felt his lips feather across my brow, then my cheekbone. I opened my eyes finding his stare melding into mine. 
 
   Time stopped. 
 
   He brushed the flesh of his lips against mine.
 
   A quiver rippled through me. I gasped, that slight part of my lips invited him in. The innocent brush of his lips elevated to an entirely new level when I felt his tongue glide against mine, a slow sensual caress. A lover’s touch.
 
   Though the heat of his body was absent, I felt myself melt from the inside out. My head spun wildly. I was sure I was going to faint. Is that possible? Can you faint in a dream?
 
   Thinking it was a dream gave me more courage than real life would have afforded. My hands slowly slid up his chest as his hands gripped my waist and pressed me against his firm body. I gasped between the movements of his sensual lips feeling heat absorb every part of me.
 
   Though we had seen each other every night, this was our first kiss, and it seemed so overdue. I craved more, I needed him closer, and he seemed to feel the same way. The tenderness in his lips gained force as we began to explore each other, his hands moved up my body at a wickedly spontaneous pace, I felt his thumbs brush against the sides of my chest, that sensation was enough to make my knees buckle, but he was holding me to tight for me to fall.
 
   He had ignited me. I wanted more. I wanted him to take me places that only my wildest daydreams had reached. I leaned my weight into him taking control of this embrace.
 
   That’s when I woke up.
 
   That’s when someone cruelly called my name and took me from his arms.
 
   My chest was rising and falling rapidly as the rush of that unforgettable dream subsided.
 
   Dazed from our kiss, I pulled myself up and pushed my sunglasses to my head. Ready to kill whoever had rudely woken me up.
 
   “Willow, I said what’s your sign? I want to read your horoscope,” Jessica asked, shaking the magazine she’d been reading. I didn’t answer; her words were lost in the background. I deeply considered going home and trying to fall asleep again. I had to feel his lips against mine again. The craving was so intense that it was causing my body to vividly remember how his essence ignited my soul into life.
 
   “Fine, then I’ll just look,” she muttered disdainfully.
 
   “Scorpio,” I heard a smooth, deep voice say. I looked to the void from where it had come. I saw Drake. He was right. How did he guess that?
 
   “Is that right?” Jessica asked, still trying to find my birthday in one of the signs.
 
   I didn’t answer her. I was staring at Drake.
 
   “How did you know that?” I asked him coldly.
 
   He smiled ironically at me and walked to where I was sitting. He hesitated in front of me then reached for my face, cradling it in his hand and tracing the base of my eyes with his thumb. His touch moved me, literally. I felt my skin hum under his. My stomach dropped…I had felt that way before—just before that evil person had burned me in my dream. I held in the breath that wanted to escape, the fear that wanted to register on my stone cold expression.
 
   “Only a Scorpio could have those eyes,” Drake murmured, just loud enough for those closest to me to hear.
 
   I felt Monica’s jealously rise, as well as the shock coming from the others. I glanced at his arm, expecting to see a tattoo of a dragon, but I only found the cast that Olivia had spotted earlier. I looked back into his eyes. He winked at me, turned, and walked toward the lake. Astonished, Chase followed him.
 
   “Okay, so that was weird,” Jessica said under her breath, closing the magazine and losing interest in looking up anyone’s horoscope.
 
   I sat, stunned, trying to remember a single time that I’d seen the figure’s face in my nightmare. I had always imagined it as a gruesome devilish person, not tall, hot, and human. Then I realized that I’d never felt the emotion of the figure either. If this were the guy in my nightmares, would that not make him the kid that was looking for me? I shook my head silently, arguing with myself. If this were him, he would not hang out at a lake. He would have, like, tried to kidnap me or something.
 
   I sighed deeply and hoped my imagination was running away with me. I then looked out to the water’s edge and saw Drake smiling seductively at me.
 
   Monica saw the exchange and stepped in front of me, blocking my view. “Let’s get the coolers out. They’re going to start the fire soon,” she ordered.
 
   I managed to avoid Drake for the last two hours, though I could feel his eyes follow me as I helped Jessica and Hannah pack the coolers back up. I sat down on the opposite side of the fire from him. Every once in a while, I would glance in his direction, only to find him staring at me through the flames. They seemed to accentuate his perfect features. I really didn’t see how he could be this evil person that my father had feared…he just looked too perfect. Addictive.
 
   “So, are you ready for Paris?” Josh asked me, settling next to Jessica, who was beside me.
 
   I shrugged my shoulders, not wanting the attention.
 
   “Paris…” Drake repeated, leaning forward and taking the opening in the conversation. “That’s a big step. Are you sure you’re ready?” he continued, winking at me with a seductive smile lingering on the corners of his lips.
 
   “I’ve been ‘ready’ for this for a while now,” I responded in a chilly tone.
 
   “I doubt that, love…Paris—Paris is a whole other world. All the rules are different,” Drake said, brushing his dark brown hair out of his face and leaning back again, trying to pull me across the fire with a stare that would halt anyone. It was as if we were having a coded conversation all our own. Olivia glanced back and forth between me and Drake, knowing that she was missing something.
 
   Josh threw a football at Drake. “Come on, man, let’s play.”
 
   Drake stood slowly, smiling at me through the flames. A lump settled in my throat. I wanted to go home. I decided that as soon as Dane came, I would get him to take me.
 
   I listened half-heartedly as Hannah and Jessica reminisced over the stupid things that we’d done in our childhood. I went to take a drink of my water, only to find it empty. I then reached behind me and found the cooler empty, too.
 
   “I think there’s some water in the cooler I put in the trunk,” Monica said.
 
   I nodded and stood, my legs a little wobbly from having fallen asleep. I hadn’t realized how warm the fire was until I stepped out into the darkness around it and found the night air cooler than usual. Trying to focus my eyes, I made my way to Monica’s car. Once I arrived, I had to open the car door to pop the trunk. When I rose up and closed the door, Drake was there. It was like he had appeared out of the darkness. Odd.
 
   “Going somewhere?” he asked smoothly, stepping forward and smiling adoringly.
 
   I felt my heartbeat rise in my ears as I tried not to be pulled in by his eyes.
 
   “Just getting some water. Go play your game,” I bit out.
 
   He laughed under his breath, reached his hand out, and ran his fingers under my eye. The warm sensation knocked the wind out of me. The feeling was beyond comprehension.
 
   “I don’t want to play games…I want you,” he whispered, cradling my face.
 
   The more he touched me, the more the sensation rushed through me. It was so hypnotizing. I closed my eyes. I felt his arm go around my waist, then he pulled me closer. Everything started spinning slowly as he leaned his forehead to mine.
 
   “Now, let me see your eyes…I went so long without them,” he whispered.
 
   I tried to focus on the reality in front of me. No matter how good everything felt, he was bad. I knew in the back of my mind that his touch could turn to fire. I slowly opened my eyes, finding the will to face my fear once again.
 
   “Our time has come. You belong to me,” he said quietly, staring somewhere deep inside of me. The absent, incredulous reflection in the dark of his eyes told me that he had expected a drastically different response from me, but I knew my response was on point. He had the wrong girl. I was not who he thought I was. Even though he had tormented my dreams, even though I knew I had a connection to him, I knew I was not the girl his soul was searching for.
 
   I felt a fire rise in my heart. Nothing had ever felt more wrong in my life. He was way off track. He had to be. I pushed him back as headlights flashed across us.
 
   “Don’t make this hard,” Drake said, laughing carelessly. Clearly thinking I was just teasing him with coldness.
 
   I felt Dane. Those were his headlights. He had seen Drake’s arms around me, and me pushing him off. Not good.
 
   “What’s going on here?” Dane shouted as he slammed his truck door closed with more fury than I’d ever felt from him before. The others heard him and started making their way to Monica’s car.
 
   “Ahhh…does he think he’s your little boyfriend?” Drake said, looking harshly at Dane.
 
   “Yeah, he does,” Dane said fiercely.
 
   Drake laughed out loud and wrapped his arm around me. I felt the warmth of his touch paralyze me. Dane then charged forward and pushed Drake back, freeing me. Drake caught his balance and stepped forward to charge Dane, but Dane was already stepping forward to charge Drake again. Josh and Chase jumped in the middle of them, Josh was holding Dane back while Chase stood in front of Drake.
 
   “Look, man!” Josh screamed at Dane, trying to get him to look at him. “I know you’re upset about Willow leaving, but that doesn’t mean you need to take it out on strangers,” he bellowed, using all his force to hold Dane back.
 
   “Dane! Dane!” I yelled. “Take me home. Dane, do you hear me?”
 
   Dane finally stopped pushing against Josh and held his hands up to show that he was done. Josh let go, and Dane reached for me. I ran to his side. He wrapped his arm around me and briskly walked me to his truck. He opened the driver side door and helped me in. Olivia ran and jumped in the passenger side.
 
   When Dane turned his lights on and turned to leave, I locked eyes with Drake and gave him a murderous glare. Drake seemed unshaken by the whole event, well, beyond the fury I saw in his eyes.
 
   “Did he hurt you?” Dane yelled, still full of rage. I shook my head no, still stunned.
 
   My soul was pulsing out of control like it was trying to get me to wake up. I could not shake the feeling that my nightmares were in some way a waste of time for Drake. He had me confused with someone else. Who? That was the question. And why now? What triggered this? The Blue Moon? Was that it?
 
   “I’m staying at your house tonight,” Olivia announced, holding on as Dane peeled onto the highway.
 
   “Was that the new guy that’s staying at Chase’s?” Dane demanded.
 
   “Yeah, Drake,” I said as I grasped my chest and remembered the pain of every single nightmare I’d endured.
 
   “I’m glad I got there when I did,” Dane said through his teeth. 
 
   “What did I miss?” Olivia asked, confused.
 
   “Nothing…he just tried to make a move, no big deal,” I said, dreading telling my father that Drake was there.
 
   “I don’t know where that guy is from, but he needs to learn his boundaries,” Dane seethed, turning up the radio.
 
   When we got to my house, Dane walked quickly inside. Once there, he climbed the front steps two at a time.
 
   “Where are you going?” I called after him.
 
   “To make sure your windows are locked,” he threw over his shoulder.
 
   My father stepped out of his study and looked up at Dane, then down at me.
 
   “I’m going to go call my aunt,” Olivia said, following Dane.
 
   “What’s going on?” my father asked. “Is that kid’s name Drake?” 
 
   The fear that spiked in my father told me that it was. He pulled me into his study and closed the door.
 
   “Did you see him?” 
 
   “Yeah, he’s been at the lake with me all day,” I answered, trying not to lose my calm.
 
   “Did he try anything?”
 
   “He had just gotten me alone when Dane showed up…he’s not what I imagined.” 
 
   “Don’t underestimate him, Willow,” my father said sternly.
 
   “What are we supposed to do now?”
 
   “I’m going to see if I can move our flights up,” he answered, still freaking out. My father never freaked out. This was bad.
 
   He went to his phone and started dialing. I paced back and forth, more scared and confused than I’d ever been. Drake had made everything a reality.
 
   Dane knocked on the study door. When I opened it I saw he was finally calm. He must have felt that I was safe now.
 
   “Did you tell him?” Dane whispered. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   We listened as my father went back and forth with an operator, then he hung up the phone, questioning himself.
 
    “Dane, can you stay here until tomorrow morning?” my father asked.
 
   Dane nodded, a little surprised by the question.
 
   “I’ve managed to move my flight to an hour from now, but I can’t get theirs any earlier than 9 a.m. I just don’t want to leave them alone if Willow is shaken up.”
 
   “That’s fine. I’ll call my mom,” Dane said, walking to the phone.
 
   I motioned for my dad to come into the hallway. He moved swiftly thinking that maybe I had a better idea.
 
   “Dad what’s the deal? Why are we still flying all over the place? Let’s just go.”
 
   “First of all, we have to leave a believable paper trail for the people here. Second of all, we can’t pass through the string now. When Ashten called, he said the others were separated from him in the storm.”
 
   “Are they hurt? Lost?”
 
   “No, they know what they’re doing. Ashten is sure they’ll be here soon. He said Drake only uses the large passages. That is why he didn’t try anything, he has a different plan to get you to come with him.” 
 
   “Like what?” I said.
 
   “I don’t know, but we’re not going to stay around here and allow him to do it. Do you think Dane can keep you safe?”
 
   I looked back and saw Dane hanging up the phone.
 
   “He did a good job tonight,” I said, still not believing that Dane was capable of being so angry.
 
   My father nodded. “Okay, I’m going to tell your mother. Make sure you’re packed and ready.” 
 
   I hugged him and climbed the stairs, but not before glancing back at him, afraid that I might lose someone in all of this. About the time I reached the top of the stairs, I felt my mother’s emotion shift to panic and I knew my father had told her what was going on.
 
   In my room, Dane pushed my bed to the wall with the window on it. He stretched out on it with heavy eyelids. Olivia was pulling out the futon couch, which was big enough for the both of us.
 
   I went to my closet and pulled out the bags that I’d been packing to make sure I had everything.
 
   “Do you need help?” Olivia whispered, trying not wake Dane, who had drifted to sleep.
 
   “No, I think I have everything. I’m going to take a quick shower.”
 
   She nodded, opened her book, and stretched out.
 
   As I stood under the scalding water in the shower, I replayed the past few days. If I’d known what Drake had looked like, I don’t think those nightmares would have been nearly as bad. I regretted not just asking him what he wanted with me then I laughed at myself as I realized that I was considering having a sane conversation with someone that was clearly evil…or at least under the control of someone evil.
 
   Then it hit me—if Drake were real, then the blue-eyed boy was, too. My eyes raced back and forth as I tried to think of a way to find him. I was afraid my father would make me wait another two years, or at least until after we’d solved this Drake issue. I turned off the water, a little excited about going to sleep. The memory of our first kiss brought heat to my already hot face. I dressed like it was a marathon to do so, packing my stuff as I went. There was a soft tap on the door. I sensed my mother on the other side. I pulled the door open and let her in.
 
   “Are you all right?” she asked, looking me over. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I have Libby all packed up,” she said, leaning against the counter.
 
   “You’re ready, aren’t you?” I quirked a brow. It was like she’d been waiting for this day for far too long.
 
   “I’m eager to go home,” she said, glancing over me.
 
   “I guess it’s my fault you had to stay here,” I said under my breath.
 
   “No, no, it’s no one’s fault,” she said, then paused, remembering that I’d seen Drake. “What was he like? I mean, is he, like, this evil-looking man?” 
 
    “Actually, he’s pretty hot,” I answered with a smirk.
 
   My mother hesitated again, searching for words. “What did he feel like?” she finally asked. I froze for a second. I was not used to being open with anyone about feeling emotions.
 
   “I couldn’t feel him,” I answered, remembering what I could feel—his touch.
 
   “I don’t understand,” she said, standing up.
 
   “He was just a—void. He’s the first person I’ve ever met like that,” I said as I grabbed my bag, not wanting to talk about it.
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning,” she said in a whisper when I opened the door.
 
   Olivia had fallen asleep with her book open across her chest, and Dane was passed out cold. I tiptoed into my room, put all my things together, then set them in the hall. When I set my tote on the top of the pile, my sketchbook fell out. Laying on top and staring at me was the sketch that I had made of the blue-eyed boy.
 
   Just the sight of him brought heat to my core. I flushed once again as I remembered that kiss.
 
    I stared down at it for a moment before picking it up. I just wanted to talk to him. I tore a page from the back of the book and pulled a pen out. Then I walked back into my room and sat on the edge of the futon bed. With shaking hands, I wrote I need you, help me find you.
 
   I lay down and stared at the note that I’d written. My plan was to focus on him and the words and hope that I could somehow take it with me. I didn’t let any bad thoughts race through my mind, only him as my eyes felt heavier and heavier.
 
   Feeling sunlight on my face, I opened my eyes and saw the house in front of me. I felt adrenaline rush through me as I realized I would see him. I looked down in my hand and saw that my note was there. I then ran to the porch and circled it, but he wasn’t there. I went through the house, not focusing on any details. Searching every room, I found the place empty. My heart felt heavy as each moment passed. I did not know how much longer I could stay asleep. I went back outside and searched the fields, trying to see if I could feel him, and in the distance, I was sure I did. I walked through the field toward a small hilltop. He was getting closer, so I started sprinting in his direction. All at once, I saw him coming over the hill.
 
   He was astonished to see me. I crashed into his chest and hugged him, a tingling sensation filled with desire washed over me. The idea that he was real was almost too much to grasp. I felt his hands sway across my back, him lean down to catch my gaze. I would wake at any moment now. I leaned up wanting to feel the flesh of his lips once more, as I clenched the note I had in my hand against his chest.
 
   I felt his hand clasp mine, the note, as those spellbinding eyes swam in my hungry gaze.
 
   Right then I heard a loud crash and jumped to my feet.
 
   Olivia had knocked over my bedside lamp while she was folding up some blankets.
 
   “Sorry,” she said in a loud whisper. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   I glanced down to see my hand empty. The note wasn’t there. Did it work? Was that real? I noticed Dane still sound asleep on the bed. That diner was sucking the life out of him, always leaving him exhausted. No wonder he wanted to run away with me.
 
   “Your mom came in here. You have to leave in an hour,” Olivia said, pushing the bed into a couch. 
 
   I shook my head and tried to come to my senses then I grabbed a change of clothes and went into the bathroom to dress. I convinced myself the blue-eyed boy had read my note and that the next time I slept he would tell me where he was. Then I would make my dad take me to him, and if he refused, I would find another traveler. They couldn’t be that hard to convince, could they?
 
   I heard the front door open and sensed Jessica, Hannah, and Monica climbing the stairs. I met them in the hall. They were so sad and full of dread. I led them into my room. I didn’t have much time, and I wanted to make sure I wasn’t leaving anything behind. When they saw Dane asleep on my bed, I felt embarrassment come from everyone but Monica. She found it hilarious.
 
   “So I guess you were serious when you told Drake she was your girlfriend?” Monica said loudly, falling onto the bed next to him.
 
   Dane sat up quickly and surveyed the room, replaying the last words he’d heard. He then rolled his eyes, slid by Monica off the bed, stretched, and grinned at me.
 
   “I need a quick shower,” he said to me as he left the room. 
 
   “So, are you guys serious?” Jessica asked, awestruck, not believing she’d missed something as big as Dane and me hooking up.
 
   Olivia belted out into laughter. She knew how ridiculous that comment was.
 
   “I bet they are,” Monica teased. “This whole time, Willow’s been playing the innocent one, and then the day she leaves, the truth comes out.”
 
   As I listened to her, I shook my head and scanned the room for anything else I may want to take with me.
 
   “Hey, Drake said to tell you he was sorry,” Monica said in a more serious tone.
 
    “For…?”
 
   “He said he must have scared you, but he was only trying to carry the cooler to the fire for you,” Monica said, believing every word she said. “He’s not that bad of a guy. He invited us all to go to Florida with him. He has this huge boat, and he said we could go out on the ocean.” 
 
   “Tell me you aren’t seriously considering going off with some guy you just met?” 
 
   My words shamed Monica. She glanced down as the room grew awkwardly tense.
 
   “We’re all leaving for school in a few weeks. It would be nice to go to the beach first,” Hannah said, defending Monica.
 
   “Promise me you won’t go anywhere with Drake,” I begged, feeling a growing sense of dread within me.
 
   Hannah looked at Monica. “We can still go to the beach, but Willow’s right. We don’t need to go off with a guy we just met.”
 
    “We got you something,” Jessica said, breaking the tension. She handed me a black bag with burgundy tissue paper. I was sure she was the one who’d wrapped it; if it were up to Monica, it would have been hot pink. I sat next to Olivia on my bed and pulled the ribbons on the bag. “We’ve all been working on it since graduation. We were going to give it to you last night, but you left so fast,” Jessica said, proud of herself.
 
   Inside was a large photo album, and on the front of it was an abstract painting of the five of us that Jessica had done. The photos started when we were all in diapers, and they went all the way through graduation night. The album was full of birthdays and summers. Everything we’d ever shared. I grinned as the flashbacks flew through my memory.
 
   “I could not have asked for a better gift. This means the world to me. I will cherish it forever.” I said with a crack in my voice. I was going to miss them so much.
 
   “Just don’t forget us when you’re famous, deal?” Jessica said. 
 
   I nodded, then stood, pulled all of them together, and hugged them.
 
   When Dane was through in the shower, he loaded my mother’s car with our luggage and drove us to the airport. He even went in with us, not leaving until we reached the security gates. My mother and Libby walked on, giving us a chance to say goodbye. I stared forward at the gate, then back at Dane. 
 
   I was so scared.
 
   “You can’t be afraid of the next step, Willow. We all have to grow.” 
 
   “That’s pretty deep,” I teased.
 
   “Maybe one day I will listen to my own advice,” Dane said, laughing at himself.
 
   “You will,” I promised.
 
   Holding back my tears, I reached up and hugged him. I didn’t understand why growing had to hurt so badly. After I let go of him, I kept my eyes down. I could feel his sorrow. It was ripping me apart. I never saw my life without Dane in it. I walked away, waving behind me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   The flight was close to two hours long, so I decided to try and fall asleep. After all, I wanted to know if the blue-eyed boy had read my note. A sinful smirk emerged as I closed my eyes. I wanted to feel his kiss. I was yearning to feel that once more.
 
   I didn’t find my way to that beautiful world or to the horrible nightmare. Instead, all I saw was a Blue Moon, which was full and filled the entire sky. I gazed at its detail and felt the energy that came from it. Slowly, it started to rise. In the gleam of blue light, I saw Drake to my right, and to my left I saw the boy I was searching for. The dream was wickedly surreal.
 
   The landing gear hit the ground and I awoke with a start.
 
   Libby had fallen asleep, too, so I carried her through the airport and cradled her as my mother rented us a car. My mother drove through the last hours of daylight. I took over at nightfall. As I drove, I searched the sky, looking for the moon and wondering what the dream could have meant.
 
   My mother took over again at daybreak. Since she had been to Ashten’s home before and knew the way, she needed to drive as we got closer. I gladly closed my eyes, hoping I’d find my direction from the one I was about to seek.
 
   The weight that I always felt on my chest was immediate. My sense of emotion was stripped from me again. This time the people around me could see me. They gawked in my direction. The room I was in was more beautiful than any other room I had visited in these nightmares. The ceilings were high and the walls were decorated with beautiful paintings. For some reason, though, I could not focus on the images that they reflected. There was no furniture in this room. The floor was a red velvet carpet, and doors that stretched from the floor to the ceiling were centered on every wall. One of them led outside, into sunlight.
 
   Women were lining the walls, dressed in royal colors for a formal occasion; others made adjustments to what I was wearing. They had dressed me in a gown, much like a wedding dress, with lace and flowers woven into the design.
 
   The wooden doors in front of me opened, and I could sense someone. They were not afraid like the ones I always felt here. Instead, they were content. My heartbeat grew louder as I gasped for breath under the pressure on my chest. I wanted so badly to wake, to help whoever needed me and leave. Through the doorway, I could hear whispering.
 
   A beautiful woman of age with mesmerizing green eyes glided over to me. Her hair was placed perfectly on her head, and jewels decorated her neck. When she reached me, the ones around me scurried away. She took my hand, and as her smooth skin touched mine, the room vanished and I was surrounded by a white glow. In that moment, the weight on my chest was released. The woman smiled at me as the relief was apparent on my face. I could feel her intensely now. She was compassionate. It was as if she loved me.
 
   “You know you have been quite difficult to find, my dear,” she said in a motherly tone.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked softly.
 
   She circled me, smiling proudly, her green eyes glinting.
 
   “I am Perodine. You have known me from your first heartbeat.”
 
   “What do you want?” I asked, nervously, looking around.
 
   “My dear, I want you. I have waited well over four million years to see you this way.”
 
   “What? Why?” I asked, trying to understand.
 
   Perodine had stopped in front of me and was beaming with excitement.
 
   “You are very gifted, my dear, and I have loved very few…” She tilted her head, placed her hands on my shoulders, and captured my gaze. “I have loved you…you must listen to me. Your heart is the power, the one who sees must have it.”
 
   Sees what?
 
   “Why do you take my gift? Why do you bring me pain?”
 
   “It has never been my intention to bring you pain. I have protected you, given you the power.”
 
   “I don’t understand.” I couldn’t hide the tremble in my voice.
 
   “I cannot undo what was once said, when the Blue Moon rises, you will choose.”
 
   “Choose what?” 
 
   Perodine went to speak, and as she did, I could feel pain through her. With her eyes closed, she inhaled deeply and said in a hushed voice, “Our time now is over.”
 
   The room flashed back, and the others in the room gasped. The pain on my chest intensified. I panted for breath, trying to push the pain out of my body. Before I could even focus on what was happening, Perodine was taken away by men in long black robes. She glanced over her shoulder at me as if she could feel my pain and wanted nothing more than to take it away.
 
   I could feel someone’s warm breath on my neck, then a mesmerizing hum swarmed every part of my body as their lips touched my skin. I turned and saw Drake, who grinned and wrapped his arm around me, paralyzing any response I could have tried to make.
 
   “They are waiting,” Drake said, smiling adoringly.
 
   The glass doors opened, the roar of a crowd erupted, and I walked unwittingly with Drake to the balcony. The sky was a beautiful blue, and the sunlight warmed my face. The crowd grew louder as they saw us standing side by side. Looking down, I saw a sea of color surrounding the people who cheered below.
 
   My eyes peered up at Drake, watching his coal black eyes smile at me. He was pulling me in, trapping my gaze, and my willpower was losing a battle that any other girl would have lost the first time that she saw him. Then, above the crowd, I heard the sweetest voice.
 
   “Willow…”
 
   I turned to look back in the room and saw Libby standing there. I could not feel her, but I could see the fear in her eyes. Not hesitating, I ran to where she was, but she vanished before my eyes, the roar of the crowd grew silent, and the sky turned gray.
 
   “You’re mine,” Drake said unsympathetically.
 
   I turned back to where he was and raised my arms to block a light I was sure would come. As I moved my hand, I saw that my wrist was bare and that the Ankh was gone. I fell to my knees, gasping as I tried to understand why it was gone.
 
   Drake grinned down at me, clearly enjoying my agony. As chants echoed against the walls, I closed my eyes and found the image of the one who always made me feel safe: my blue eyes. The room shook, and the paintings crashed to the floor. The noise shocked my body, causing me to wake with a scream. My mother was so frightened that she veered off the road.
 
   “Willow? Are you okay?” she was yelling at me.
 
   I felt my eyes focus as I looked down at my wrist: the tattoo of the Ankh and one lonely star was still there. I was safe, at least for now.
 
   I had dreamed with Drake more times than I could count. Something was off about him in that last one…it was like I knew someone was playing his part, someone cold and deceitful. The question was how was any one of them getting into my head in the first place.
 
   “Just a bad dream. I’m fine.”
 
   “We got you some breakfast, well, lunch. You were sleeping so soundly that I didn’t want to wake you. I wish that I had now.”
 
   “How close are we?” I asked, looking at the secluded highway.
 
   “Only an hour away. Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yeah, Mom, just a dream,” I shuddered as it flashed into my memory.
 
   As I calmed down, my eyes raced over the dream. This was bigger than me.
 
   I knew then that I was going to make my father let me find the blue-eyed boy. I didn’t care how old I was. I didn’t want to choose anything on my own. I sat back slowly and turned my head to see Libby sleeping soundly in her seat. I watched her chest slowly rise and fall, assuring myself that she wasn’t having a nightmare. Looking at her, I knew that she was a part of this, too, and I had to protect her.
 
   My mother turned off onto a small road where a picturesque mountain played the role of a breathtaking background. We then turned off onto a less traveled path. Without warning, a beautiful, massive log home nestled next to a magnificent river came into view.
 
   I could sense the excitement and relief coming from the two people on the porch of the cabin. As we got closer, I could see my father standing next to an attractive man whom I assumed was Ashten. He was smiling and patting my father on the back. Strangely, he looked familiar to me.
 
   I woke Libby up as we stopped. My mother was already in my father’s arms. Libby and I followed her lead. When we got to the porch, my father introduced Libby and me to his lifelong friend, Ashten Chambers.
 
   “Jason, your girls are beautiful. You’re a lucky man,” Ashten said, looking curiously into my eyes, then to my father.
 
   I could feel an overwhelming anxiety and anticipation coming from them. My father told us that the others should be there soon. He then escorted us into the beautiful cabin. The entire front room, from floor to ceiling, was made of a glossy wood. The ceiling was angled into an A-frame with wide beams that stretched across the room. All the furniture seemed to complement the mountain setting. The smell of pine lingered in the air. I unloaded my tote on the counter and picked up Libby’s bag to carry it upstairs.
 
   Libby and I found our rooms. The cabin had six bedrooms, so Libby got her own room, which made her happy. I brushed her hair and listened to her tell me of all the fun she was going to have in her new home. My mother had told her that we would have to travel very far before we could reach our new house and that all her new friends would be there. It really didn’t take much to build excitement in my baby sister.
 
   I decided to take a hot shower. All the traveling had given me jet lag, but the last thing I wanted to do was close my eyes again. When I got back to my room and started to dress, I could not find my brush anywhere. Libby then walked in and handed it to me. I stood stunned, holding it. Libby did not often go out of her way to help me out since she was used to us taking care of her.
 
   “I couldn’t find your sandals,” she said sadly.
 
   “Why were you looking for them?” 
 
   She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind. “Cause you told me you needed your brush and asked if I had your sandals.”
 
   “When did I say that?”   Had I finally flipped the crazy switch? 
 
    “Just now. Mom wants you to come downstairs,” she said, crossing her little arms.
 
   My mother topped the stairs, looked in my direction, and said, “Willow, can you please come downstairs?”
 
   Wide-eyed, I looked from my mother back to Libby, convinced I was now delusional.
 
   “Mom, did you send Libby to tell me that?” 
 
   Now she was looking at me as if I were crazy. Slowly, she shook her head no. I walked over to Libby, knelt down in front of her, and said, “Libby how did you know about the brush and Mom?”
 
   I was making her angry. “You told me to get your brush. I heard Mom ask you to come downstairs.”
 
   I felt the shock come from my mother, but it couldn’t compare to mine. It was like watching Libby take her first steps all over again. She had found her insight, but I knew she didn’t understand it. She didn’t even realize what she was doing.
 
   “Hey, I’m sorry. I just forgot. I’m pretty tired from our trip,” I said, straightening her shirt.
 
   Libby hugged me tightly and said, “I guess it’s okay that you’re acting weird…just don’t give me your cooties.”
 
   My mother turned on her heels and went downstairs in shock. I rushed to follow her.
 
   Ashten and my father were sitting on the couches in the center of the room. Their conversation quiet halted when my father saw the look on my mother’s face. She walked over to my dad and said in a low tone, “I think Libby has a gift, Jason.”
 
   A surge of fear and denial came over my father and Ashten.
 
   “What is it?” Ashten asked quickly.
 
   My mother glanced in my direction. I guess she thought it would sound more believable coming from me.
 
   Her reasoning made no sense, but I explained anyway. “It’s like she has a window in front of her. She can see what’s coming. Just now, she brought me my brush just as I began to look for it, and she told me Mom wanted me before Mom came upstairs. She doesn’t even know that she’s doing it.”
 
   My father glanced warily back at Ashten then forced a smile as he looked at the concern on my mother’s face.
 
   “We just need to watch her. We can’t confuse her. The insight is just now showing itself. It could grow stronger or leave her all together if we provoke her to use it,” he explained carefully.
 
   I saw Ashten nod in agreement. I knew that they were right. I had to find my own way of understanding what I did. I think if I had known what it actually was, I would have feared it. Instead, I grew to depend on it. Then again, it would’ve been nice to have some kind of heads up that I did not fit the common mold. I promised myself I would figure out a way to make it to where Libby felt like she could ask about anything odd she felt or saw.
 
   “Willow, I told your father that you had another nightmare,” my mother said, changing the subject. “Could you please tell us what it was about?”
 
   I felt my stomach turn. “It was nothing,” I muttered, looking away. 
 
   Libby. Let’s talk about Libby, not Willow’s slow fall into insanity.
 
   “Was it the same as the other nightmares?” my father asked.
 
   I hesitated, wanting to take on the emotion of it on my own, but then I felt his genuine concern. I began in a hushed tone, “I dreamed I was in a huge home, like a palace. Libby was there, and so was Drake. There was a large crowd that cheered as we stood side by side. It was just a product of the last few days. Nothing to worry about.”
 
   I could feel the fear coming from the three of them, just as I thought I would…if they only knew the rest.
 
   “That will never happen. You are going home to Chara, where you will always be safe,” my father said as he sat forward.
 
   His words were soothing and gave my mother peace, but I could still feel the unrest coming from Ashten. It was like he knew something more. He kept his eyes low, avoiding mine, and guarding his emotions.
 
   My mother shook off the conversation, then went to the kitchen and started unloading bags of food. My father glanced at Ashten then leaned back. The room grew tense.
 
   Gathering all my nerve, I stared at my dad. “I need you to do something for me,” I said in a shaky voice.
 
   He looked up at me, afraid of my request. “On the way home, I want you to help me find my soul mate.” 
 
   I saw my mother freeze as she heard my words, and I felt a guilty sense of relief come over Ashten and my father.
 
   “Willow, you’re only eighteen,” my father said in a tender tone. “I think you’re just a little overwhelmed by what you’ve learned about Chara.”
 
   “Dad, it shouldn’t matter how old I am. I need him,” I said, growing angry.
 
   My father shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “Willow, you haven’t even seen the string yet. What if the beacon is not there?” 
 
   “He will tell me where to go. I dreamed of him. Look, I can show you what he looks like,” I said, walking to the counter to get the sketch out of my tote.
 
   Ashten and my dad followed me over and watched as I turned the pages. I smiled when I flipped to the page he was on then turned it so they could see. Shock hit Ashten, and he ran his fingers through his hair, turned away, and started pacing. “Ashten, calm down,” my father said, wide-eyed.
 
   My mother circled the counter, took the sketch from me, and stared at it.
 
   “Jason, I cannot do this,” Ashten said through his teeth. He walked briskly back to the couch, sat down, and leaned forward stiffly. “Do you have any idea how furious he’s going to be?” he continued as dread filled him. 
 
   My eyes raced back and forth between them, trying to understand what I’d triggered. This is not where I thought this conversation would lead. They were supposed to tell me I was too young, that I had bigger issues to worry about, not this.
 
   “This is just one part, Ashten,” my father said, running his hands through his hair.
 
   “Part of what?” I intervened.
 
   Ashten stood and walked over to me.
 
   “I want you to understand where I’m coming from,” he said, trying to be polite.
 
   My father stepped protectively in front of me.
 
   “Jason,” Ashten said, raising his hand to let my father know he meant no harm. “I’ve made mistakes,” he continued, looking at me. “I’ve overlooked a truth that lived before me, but my only intention was to protect my family.”
 
   “Protect your family,” I repeated, then I realized why Ashten looked familiar to me—he had deep blue eyes, soft dimples, and was built just like the one in my dreams.
 
   “He’s…he’s your son.” My chest rose and fell rapidly. This was real. He was real. “What are you protecting him from? Me?” I asked as my cheeks filled with heat. I was so incensed that I couldn’t feel the emotions of the room. My head began to spin. I felt sick to my stomach, betrayed.
 
   “Not from you,” Ashten said, realizing I didn’t understand.
 
   My father stepped in front of me and put his hands on my shoulders. “Willow, I need you to calm down, you’ll faint if you don’t,” he said, trying to catch my eyes. I gently pulled his hands off me. I was in a daze, trying to understand how close the dream really was.
 
   “Tell me his name,” I demanded, focusing on Ashten again.
 
   “Landen…Landen Chambers,” he answered, looking away.
 
   “Willow, sit down. We need to talk about this,” my father said, reaching for my arm.
 
   I stepped back, dodging his touch. I then raised my hands and started to say something, but I was too angry. I took two steps back then walked to the door. I wanted to be alone. I opened and slammed it behind me as hard as I could. No one dared follow me.
 
   How? How was any of this real? How did I dream of my father’s best friend’s son for, like, my whole life? Why was all of this hidden from me only to explode in my face without warning? Why was my sister pulled into my dreams now? What the hell was about to happen to me—us? I could not hold one thought long enough to rationalize any of this.
 
   The daylight was leaving, and the stars could be seen above the light blue sky. There was a river that ran behind the cabin. I walked down to it in a stunned trance.
 
   Once there, I followed its path until I reached a mound of large rocks. I climbed up on them and listened to the aggressive river that rushed by. I’d come to the point in my life where everything I knew had changed. My nightmares had returned, I was told I was from another dimension, Drake had found me, and…Landen was real.
 
   I replayed my last dreams, the one of the Blue Moon with Landen and Drake beneath it, and then the one where Perodine had told me I would have to choose. If that were all that I had to choose, then I’d made this bigger than it really was. I couldn’t understand how that could be so important. Looking back at the cabin, I could see Libby sitting on a bed in the upstairs bedroom, coloring quietly. Her innocence touched my soul. She now had insight, a gift. I had seen her vanish in my nightmare. I was angry that my family was being pulled into the curse that was chasing me. I wanted to run, but I had no choice now. I had to stay and protect them. Some way, somehow I had to protect my little sister.
 
   I was going to make sure that she made it home safely, and I hoped she wouldn’t struggle the way I had. I wouldn’t wish a single nightmare on her, or anyone, for that matter. As tears welled in my eyes, I pulled my knees up to my chest and fought the urge to cry. My thoughts then flashed through all that I’d seen, and the voices of my memories overlapped, screaming at me. Everything inside of me felt like it was falling apart.
 
   I felt a gentle pull on me, the way I always felt when I helped one of my images, so I pushed down my own trepidations and searched for whoever needed my help. It was easier to help them than deal with the erratic thoughts in my head. I needed a distraction.
 
   I stood slowly, stared into the darkness next to the river, and reached out with my sense of emotion.
 
   I felt a blanket of peaceful love with a sense of urgency. The night air in front of me began to move; it looked like a wave gently swaying with a current. A thin light began to emerge then Landen stepped through the wave. I felt the air leave my lungs and adrenaline rush through every part of my body as my heart violently hammered in my chest.
 
   “Landen…” I said.
 
   In the darkness, I could see his haunting blue eyes widen, we were both soaked in the emotion of disbelief, along with the fear that this wasn’t real. 
 
   In that beat of my heart he’d reached my side. His hands were trembling ever so slightly as they cradled my face, and his thumbs graze the flesh of my cheekbones. He was staring at me like I was a forbidden fruit, like I was every sin in the book, desire washed over that lasting look as he leaned in and let his lips frame mine. When we melded the flesh of our lips together, his hands fell from my face and slowly waved down my body, embracing my flesh, I was doing the same to him. He was warm, he was on fire, I could hear his breaths, hear the sweet sound of our kiss, the way our clothes were moving under our touch. He was real. He was in my arms, and he was driving me wild. That first kiss was nothing compared to this. That was a dream, it was fleeting, it was something that could end at any second. This—this touch, this emotion, this pulsing of my soul was eternal. 
 
   He pressed our bodies together and held me with more strength than he had ever displayed. We both sought air more than once, but the other moved closer as soon as that gasp was taken. His warm tongue was uninhabited yet sensual as it danced with mine. I was devouring every sensation he was giving me and wanting more, so much more. 
 
   I was trembling with passion, I think he misunderstood that, he slowed our kiss, as one arm went around me and the other cradled my face. His thumb reached to my lips just as his kiss ended. He tenderly caressed the moist, swollen flesh he found there.
 
    “I found you,” he said with the lips of an angel. His voice was deep and entrancing, those three simple words sounding like poetry as he spoke them.  
 
    His eyes danced over my image. “I love you,” he said as he leaned in and kissed me once more. This was a sweet kiss, only lips, only warm sensual lips. It ended far too fast. 
 
    I had always felt this emotion coming from him, this deep claim, connection, bond, but hearing him tell me that he loved me left me weak in the knees. 
 
   “I love you,” I said so faintly that I wasn’t sure he heard me.
 
   He pulled me to his chest, caging me in his arms as if I were the most precious soul he’d ever laid eyes on. 
 
   I kept telling myself over and over that this was real. After all this time he was real. Even if I was insane at this point I didn’t care. He had a voice, a name, and he was in my arms. I didn’t care what hell was hunting me anymore. It didn’t matter because I knew this boy would stand at my side and help me fight all my demons. He was strength. He was liberation. He was mine.
 
   I felt him slowly turn and look at the cabin, then down at me. He raised my chin so I would have to look at him.
 
   “Willow?” he said with a disbelieving gaze. 
 
   I nodded shyly.
 
   Anger came over him as he looked back at the cabin.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I asked, panicked, thinking I had done something wrong.
 
   “You were here the whole time, and he kept me from here,” Landen raged under his breath. He hesitated. “How did you come to me before?” he asked as confusion came over him.
 
   “What do you mean? I dreamt, just like I always do.”
 
   His mesmerizing gaze filled with awe. “I was not asleep…I thought it was real.” 
 
   “How is that possible?” I whispered breathlessly.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ve never known anyone who has dreamed of the same place and person so vividly, every night,” he said, searching my eyes with a near sinful smile dangling on the corner of his lips.
 
   It took all I had not to throw myself in his arms again. My soul was still pulsing, as if it were all too aware of him. I felt the vibration of his every word against my skin.
 
   “Neither have I,” I said, trying to catch my breath.
 
   “You have always been real to me,” he swore, pulling me closer to him.
 
   “Have we always had one another?” I asked, feeling the sensation of relief sweep over me. Were we meeting soul-to-soul, not dream-to-dream? How could that be?
 
   Landen kissed my forehead before he said, “Knowing that gives me some peace.”
 
   It may have given him peace, but he was still livid. I knew that emotion was aimed at his father, not a doubt in my mind. 
 
   Landen glanced at the cabin, then down at me. He tucked a loose lock of my hair behind my ear.
 
   “I’ve been following my beacon for the last few days, but it kept moving.”
 
   “We were traveling here to meet your father,” I said quietly, feeling all of my anguish melt away. 
 
   “What happened?” he asked as concern filled the stare I was lost in.
 
   “There’s this guy, Drake, who wants me to come to his dimension with him.”
 
    “Drake Blakeshire?” Landen asked, fury immediately overtaking him.
 
   The astonished glint in my stare gave him his answer. How did he know him? Why did I feel an insane amount of emotions swelling within him? How much danger was I in? The sharp spikes of anger and grief in Landen’s emotion gave me my answer: a lot.
 
   He put his arm around me and started to walk in the direction of the wave from which he’d come. I looked over my shoulder to the cabin, where I could still see Libby. I wasn’t going to leave her here.
 
   “Wait, Libby, my sister. I can’t leave her,” I said, stopping in my tracks.
 
   Landen followed my eyes to the window where she was sitting. His anger faded, and compassion filled him. 
 
   “Let’s get her, then we’ll go.” There was no room for compromise in the tone he used. 
 
    “Our parents won’t let us take her without them,” I warned.
 
   He reached to caress my face once more a shy smile emerged. “I finally found the missing part of me. My father is not going to make decisions for me anymore.” The love he felt for me swelled inside him. “I should have listened to my soul,” he said, pulling me closer. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “For?”
 
   “They held me back, and I let them.”
 
   I let out an uneasy breath. “They held you back and I stayed silent. I never told my parents about you. Maybe if I had I would have found you before now. I just…I just didn’t want anyone to think I was going mad.”
 
   Those spellbinding eyes glanced over me. “You had the best intentions, Willow. Deep down I did, too. But that doesn’t make me any less furious with my father at this point,” he reached for my hand and began to lead me toward our parents.
 
   I focused on the emotions coming from the cabin. They were of regret, sorrow, and anticipation. I knew that they never meant to hurt us. Ashten meant it when he said that all he wanted to do was ‘protect’ his family, and I was a part of that family. I stopped Landen. 
 
   “Being angry didn’t get me very far. I can feel them. They’re sorry for what they did. They had to have had their reasons. If we want to know why we were kept apart we need to listen to what they have to say.” I said, staring up at him. “I don’t want to fight with them, I just want my family safe. I want to be with you. I want to understand why I’m the way I am.” 
 
   He squeezed my hand. “I will never let you want for anything, Willow. I can be calm, I will bring our family home, and spend the rest of my life showing you how remarkable you are. I’ve ached for you every day of my life, you’re my everything.” 
 
   I reached my arm around his back, and pulled him close. “You’ve already given me the world Landen, you’re real. The only real fear I ever had was that you would stay lost in a dream.  I can deal with anything now that I know that.”
 
   Even though I had the insight of emotion, that I could feel him more intensely than my own soul, the look of utter devotion in his gaze took my breath away. 
 
   It should be illegal to feel as euphoric as I did at that moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Ashten was slowly pacing the living room floor. My parents were leaning against the bar that separated the kitchen and the living room. My mother gasped when her eyes met mine, then they moved slowly to Landen’s. I felt her overwhelming happiness, and without a word, she walked over to us and embraced us both. Landen shyly hugged her back, refusing to lose his hold on me. Standing behind my mother, my father reached his hand out to shake Landen’s hand. His relief to see Landen at my side was more than obvious in his eyes; it was as if his watch over me had ended.
 
   “I’m proud to meet you, son. I couldn’t ask for a better person than you to love my daughter. Your father is an honorable man, and I’m sure that you are as well.”
 
   Ashten had stopped pacing and was staring at Landen with a deep sense of pride and sorrow emanating from him. He looked in his son’s eyes and mouthed the words, “I’m sorry.”
 
   Landen nodded, briefly. I felt his respect for his father outweigh his anger. I tightened my grip on Landen, letting him know that he was doing the right thing by remaining calm. He looked down at me and smiled faintly.
 
   “I have found her now that’s all that matters. We need to leave now,” he said, looking back at his father.
 
   Ashten cautiously, stepped forward. “Son, we have to take them all. Libby may have been the only one in the dream, but you know just as well as I do that he’ll stop at nothing to get what he wants,” he said, staring at the dread in Landen’s eyes.
 
   “What is he talking about? What dream?” I heard Landen say.
 
   “I had a nightmare. Drake was there…Libby disappeared.”
 
   As he pulled me closer, I felt Landen’s sense of urgency grow; he realized why I wanted Libby to go with me. “I will lead them both.”
 
   Ashten glanced at my father; both of their expressions matched the confusion coming from them.
 
   “Landen,” my father said softly, “were you just speaking to Willow?”
 
   Landen nodded; now the confusion was coming from the both of us.
 
   “Did she answer you?”
 
   “Dad, of course I did…what’s wrong with you guys?”
 
   “Are they always like this?” I heard Landen say.
 
   My mother seemed to have figured out what was going on. Meanwhile I was getting angry with the three of them.
 
   “Landen, Willow, you’re not using words,” my father said in a tender tone almost as if he was expecting this revelation.
 
   My breath left me and my heart pounded in my ears as I tried to comprehend what they were saying. I felt Landen’s emotions swarming out of control, blending with the awe, fear, and respect coming from our parents. There was no way that that was possible. I couldn’t read minds, and I didn’t want anyone to be able to read mine. I turned crimson as I tried to remember if I had thought anything embarrassing around Landen tonight or even before.
 
   I listened closely to see if I could hear Landen’s thoughts, but I heard nothing. I closed my eyes. “Landen, can you hear me?”
 
   “I can.”
 
   I looked up at him.
 
   “Do you hear everything, or can you only hear me when I’m talking to you?”
 
   “I guess when you’re talking to me,” he thought. As his eyes raced over my face, the connection, the love that we felt, seemed to overcome the initial shock.
 
   “Do you think this is bad? I mean, is this common in Chara?”
 
   His profound stare screamed no loud and clear.
 
   “What is this, Dad? How are we doing it?” I asked, stumbling over my words.
 
   I could tell that he was searching for words to answer my questions. “All right, we all need to just have a seat and talk this through.”
 
   We all followed my father to the kitchen table. Landen and I sat side by side, and he held my hand under the table, his piercing blue eyes judging his father’s every move.
 
   My father glanced at my mother, trying to size up her take on what she was seeing, then he nodded in Ashten’s direction for him to begin. Ashten sighed as he gathered his words, first looking at Landen, then settling his eyes on me.
 
   “The first people to our world, the woman Aliyanna and the man Guardian could speak without words, and they shared each other’s dreams,” Ashten said.
 
   Landen moved his head slowly from side to side, and his eyes drifted down to me. He knew this story. His disbelief told me so. Ashten went on. “They were both born in Esterious. Aliyanna held a power that could move the universe, and the priests in Esterious tried to gain control of it. When they failed, they pushed a force of energy at Aliyanna and Guardian, who was trying to protect Aliyanna. The force of energy used against them pushed them into the string, and once there they found their way to a different dimension: Chara. When their children grew up, Aliyanna and Guardian taught them the paths in the string so they could find the ones that they were meant to be with. Couple by couple, our world was born. Now everyone has to leave to find the one that they’re meant to be with.”
 
   “What does that have to do with us?” 
 
   The tension in the room was so thick that I could barely breathe.
 
   “There has never been another couple with the same insights, and you both are children of our dimension,” Ashten answered quietly trying to get me to see the obvious that was still blind to me.
 
   “So…is this bad or good?” My voice cracked.
 
   Ashten and my father exchanged weary glances. It was obvious they were keeping something from me. The room grew silent, and the strain between Landen and his father intensified within seconds.
 
   Suddenly, Landen stood up. “Your silence gives me reason to leave now,” he said, gently pulling me to his side.
 
   Ashten stood and said, “Landen, it took you two days to get here, do you want to put that little girl upstairs through that? We need to wait for the storms to grow calm, or at least for Livingston and Marc to arrive.”
 
   “You know Livingston? Who is Marc?” I asked, using our new gift.
 
   “Livingston is my uncle, and Marc is his son,” Landen answered in the same manner.
 
   Landen looked into my eyes, then to the stairs that led to where Libby was playing. Through his emotions, I felt him weigh each consequence. He then sighed and calmly sat back down, and the room filled with relief.
 
   Slowly I sat down next to Landen, trying to place all the names and faces with the story my father had told me.
 
   The tightness in the room was broken when Libby appeared at the top of the stairs. “Is it time for dinner? I’m hungry,” she asked as she walked down the stairs, smiling innocently at Landen. It was like she knew him and loved him already.
 
   “Yes, dear. We were just deciding what we’re going to have,” my mother answered. “Let’s all have some dinner and get some rest. I’m sure everything will be clearer in the morning.” She seemed to have brought our conversation to a peaceful end.
 
   My father and Ashten excused themselves to the back porch—I’m sure to discuss Landen and me in private. Libby walked over to Landen’s side and slid her small body under his arm. They stared at each other, and the emotion between them seemed familiar to me, like I’d felt love between them, the love only a family could have. Libby reached her tiny hand to Landen’s face, and when he smiled at her, she giggled. It was a joy like I’d never seen from her before.
 
   “I like the name Landen. Do you like the name ‘Libby’?”
 
   “I feel like I know her. How does she know my name?”
 
   “It’s her insight. She started using it today. She doesn’t know that she has it yet.”
 
   His eyes filled with disbelief. “It has to be more than insight,” he thought quietly.
 
   “I do. It’s one of my favorites,” he said, humoring her.
 
   “Is Willow your princess?” Libby asked, looking back and forth between us.
 
   “Yes, she is,” Landen agreed with a boyish grin.
 
   “I told you princesses have green eyes,” Libby said, crossing her arms, proud of her prediction. She then looked at Landen and said, “Daddy wants to talk to you.” Landen looked down at his watch, and we waited as the seconds ticked by. Fifteen seconds later, my father opened the door.
 
   “Landen, can you come out here please?” 
 
   Landen reluctantly stood, kissed the top of my head, and walked to the door, peering at me through the glass as he closed it. As their conversation began outside, I knew they weren’t saying anything upsetting because calm came over the cabin.
 
   When dinner was ready, Landen and our dads came back in; the calm emotions were still with them. For Libby’s sake, the conversation had no stories of other dimensions. Instead, we listened to stories of my father and Ashten’s childhood. I felt closer to my father. I’d never realized how little I knew of him before my mother came into his life.
 
   As we cleaned the kitchen after dinner, I could feel how happy my mother was for me. She would look at me, then to Landen, who was playing a card game with Libby. Little did she know, he was timing her responses. 
 
   Ashten walked into the kitchen, followed by my father. “I think we all need our rest. It’s been a long day, and a longer one awaits us. I’m going to sleep in the living room in case anyone makes it through tonight. I don’t want any false alarms,” Ashten said to us.
 
   My father walked over to his medicine bag, pulled out a white tube, and handed it to me. “This is for the burn on his shoulder. It will get infected if he doesn’t treat it,” he said, glancing over at Landen.
 
   “You’re hurt?
 
   “It’s nothing,” he thought.
 
   I raised my brow, doubting his words, but he just gave me a playful grin.
 
   “Good night,” my mother said over her shoulder as she carried Libby up the stairs.
 
   I left Landen in the living room. I could tell that he wanted to talk to his father. I stopped in Libby’s room to kiss her goodnight. She was already sleeping; it had been a really long day. I didn’t realize how hard the trip had been on her. It made me realize how fragile she really was.
 
   I changed quickly into my pajamas—some simple cotton shorts and a white T-shirt. I then noticed my sketchbook lying across my bed with Landen’s portrait facing up. My mother must have brought it up there. I pulled out the photo album the girls had given to me, wanting so badly to tell them all about Landen, about the boy that had stolen my heart without uttering a single word.
 
   I scooted to the center of the bed, turned to the sketch of flowers, and placed it next to a picture of the five of us. I realized that our lives were now like the flower: all original, beautiful, and living side by side, yet unaware of one another.
 
   Feeling Landen coming up the stairs, I glanced to the hallway and saw him stop at Libby’s room. As he gazed in and watched her sleep, I could feel his confusion and turmoil; I wondered what he was thinking. He then looked down and sighed before walking to my room.
 
   “Are you okay?”  I thought when he got closer.
 
   He smiled at me, walked over to the bed, and slid by my side. “What happened? Why is Drake looking for you?” he thought.
 
   I looked down at my wrist to the star that rested in the loop of the Ankh. Landen followed my gaze, then looked back up at me, panicked and angry.
 
   “I didn’t see his face when I dreamed, but I’m more than sure that Drake did this.” 
 
   I felt relieved that I could finally talk to Landen about all of the odd things I’d endured.
 
   His anger rose so high that I could see the heat behind his dimples. I knew then not to tell him that Drake had been in all my nightmares.
 
   “How did he do it?” he thought.
 
   “He just touched me,” I thought, remembering the pain of the burn.
 
   “You told your dad, and he decided to run home,” he guessed.
 
   “He saw the star, then left. I never told him what happened.”
 
   “That was four nights ago, right?” Landen thought, sitting forward a little.
 
   I nodded. “Why?” I asked, seeing that was important.
 
   “Four days ago, Livingston came crashing into my father’s house and pulled him away. They left, and only my father came back. He told us he’d found Jason and needed help bringing his daughters home,” Landen thought.
 
   “They found my dad a long time ago, when I was six. My dad said they knew Drake was searching for me and had decided to stay there until I was older,” I corrected.
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense,” Landen thought, running his hands through his dark hair.
 
   “Did you know about Drake? His parents, Adonia and Justus?” I asked.
 
   Landen nodded, stiffening his jaw. “I’ve seen Drake. Marc and his brother, Chrispin, lost their mother that day. That’s all we talk about…when we are alone,” he thought, looking down.
 
   His thoughts grew silent. I folded the album closed, set it on the side table, and reached for the sketchpad. When I picked it up, Landen slowly touched my arm and reached for the pad, pulling it closer and looking at the details of the flowers.
 
   “How do you remember them so clearly?” he thought softly.
 
   “It’s easy to recall them,” I thought, feeling a little embarrassed.
 
   I reached my finger to the pad and traced the outline of the blue and green flowers, each with different petals.
 
   “I think they represent you and me,” I thought, as the emerald of my eyes met the blue of his.
 
   A slow sweet smile emerged as he eased his fingers through mine, gently squeezing my hand as if to tell me he agreed, that subtle move managed to rock my body, my pulse quickened, heat flushed in my chest.
 
    “Where were we? Whose house was that?” I thought.
 
   “Ours,” he said softly.
 
   A breathless smile escaped my lips. He leaned closer to kiss me, his lips feathered across mine ever so briefly, before his arm reached around me to pull me against him, when he drew me forward I felt him tense at the pain coming from his shoulder.
 
   “Can I see?” I asked.
 
    “Really, it’s nothing,” he thought, trying to smile.
 
   I knew it was something. I could see the pain in his eyes. “I need to put the medicine on it anyway.”
 
   Landen gave me a wary look then began to unbutton his black shirt. I swallowed nervously, and my breath seized ever so slightly. His body was flawless—his skin was tan and lush, his muscles were defined, he was built like a warrior, or an archangel. Pristine, too perfect to touch, yet it took all I had to hold myself back.
 
   Underneath the black shirt was a white tank top. He pulled it over his head. At first I didn’t see the damage, my eyes raked over every chiseled lean muscle in his chest. My soul was pulsing with anticipation. I had no idea how I was managing to look so calm. In my mind I was envisioning my hands rushing across his skin, tasting his kiss, feeling the power of his embrace. The thought alone left me breathless and flushed.
 
   I gasped at the sight of his shoulder.
 
   “I told you it’s nothing,” he thought, trying to downplay it.
 
   He was wrong. The burn started at the top of his shoulder and curved around his shoulder blade. “How did you do this?” I reached for the medicine my father had given me and gently rubbed the cool cream across his blazing skin.
 
   “It’s just the storm. I wasn’t paying attention. I was being careless.” His breath whooshed out in relief as I gently rubbed the cool cream over the wound, then he lay on his side, allowing the medicine to dry. His eyes drifted up to mine seeming to carry the same hungry desire that my soul was filling with.
 
   The air around us was so warm, so numbingly calm, that I felt like I was locked in my own world with him. A place I never wanted to leave.
 
   “What did they want with you outside?” I asked trying to get my thoughts to move in a more innocent direction.
 
   Landen smiled up at me through his thick eyelashes, which outlined the pools of blue, my window to his soul. “Your father told me that he’d never shown you how to travel, that you didn’t travel the way the rest of us do,” he thought with a mischievous grin on his face.
 
   I loved it when he smiled and his dimples came to life. Apparently so did my heart. I could swear it was never going to beat at a normal rate again.
 
   He reached for my hand and let his fingertips glide across my skin. That simple sensation was mind-boggling.
 
   “How do I do it differently?” I asked, shaking my head and bringing myself back to reality. Innocent thoughts. I needed to hold on to innocent thoughts right now.
 
   “Well, the rest of us travel through the strings, like the one you saw me come from. Your dad said that you use people, that you see them through emotions.” He tilted his head, finding it somewhat amusing.
 
   I made a face. It bothered me, being different. I’d always been different, but I thought that after all this, I’d find my normal.
 
   “How weird am I?” I asked, holding my eyes low.
 
   I felt a fluttering kiss on my hand, then he leaned up and traced the side of my face, ever so sensually. 
 
   “It’s not weird.” He pulled my chin up, still smiling, so I’d have to look him in the eye. “It has to do with your insight. The insight of emotion is not a common one. In fact, it’s unique that you, your father, and sister all have a gift.”
 
   “But, they’re all different.”
 
   “You still all have one,” he pointed out raising his brow to stress that point. His hand had drifted down, now his fingertips were casually moving across my neck. It took all I had to hold in a sigh.
 
   “Do you have one?” I asked.
 
   “I do,” he thought as he leaned in and brushed a kiss across my neck, before reaching down to the quilt at the end of the bed, pulling it over him, and settling in to sleep.
 
   “Aren’t you going to tell me?” I protested.
 
    He let out a quiet, mischievous laugh. Clearly he was enjoying keeping me in suspense. He reached for me. I crawled into his arms as if it were the most natural thing in the world. 
 
   We had held each other like this for years, he knew how to make me feel safe. This time though, he reached for my chin and guided my lips to his. His kiss went deep fast, as his hands slid down my back. I moved forward without a thought, framing his face with my hands. I was lost in the sensation, drowning in anticipation, thinking of all the things we could get away with in this private room. Then I stopped short. I had no idea what his insight was. For all I knew I was being all too revealing at that moment. 
 
    “What is it?” I thought as loud as I could.
 
   He reluctantly stopped kissing me, doing his best to suppress a sensual laugh, and stared into my eyes as his fingertip traced my bottom lip, then gently eased down my neck and settled just beside my collarbone.
 
   Innocent thoughts, Willow. Get it together. Right now.
 
   “Well, it’s not as interesting as all of yours.” His tone was deep, and entrancing. When he spoke aloud I felt the words caress my skin, when he spoke in his thoughts I felt them hum within my soul. It caused every part of me to fill with fire. This was going to be the longest night of my life. I was sure of it. 
 
   “I can determine truth or intent, but it’s flawed. People can change their intent in an instant.” The sinful smirk on the corner of his lips stopped my breath. 
 
   What was he saying? He could feel my intent? This internal war I had going on right now.
 
   “How does it work?” I asked as I told myself to stop blushing.
 
   Landen lay back down, still staring at me. “I feel it. I can feel if they believe what they’re saying. The intent is harder to explain. I don’t see it or hear it, but I know what they intend to do.”
 
   I turned crimson. He did feel my internal war, but he was being a gentleman. They didn’t make guys like this where I came from. At least I’d never gotten close enough to one to know whether they did. “Do they think it came from your dad? Does he have insight?”
 
   “No. That’s why your family is rare. There is usually one gift every other generation.”
 
   I suddenly realized that I didn’t know anything about his mother or whether or not he had any brothers or sisters. “Where is the rest of your family? Are they in Chara?” I asked, watching him grin as he tucked a piece of my hair behind my ear so he could see my face more clearly.
 
   “My mother, Aubrey, and my sister, Clarissa, took a cab from an airport in New York to a hotel and have been shopping, using your mother’s credit cards. My brother, Brady, is in Washington, using your father’s credit cards.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “They’re just trying to leave a paper trail for your world. Because you lived there so long they needed to fade you away.”
 
   I wasn’t sure how I felt about fading away from all the people I loved here.
 
   “It was just a precaution,” Landen thought, seeing the effect that his words had on me.
 
   I nodded understanding. “What did you talk to your father about?” I asked needing to change the subject.
 
   “It wasn’t really a talk. I asked if he knew you were the one I dreamed of when he asked me to come here.”
 
   “What did he say?” 
 
   “He was silent.” Landen paused then glanced up at me. “He understands my insight. He knows if he doesn’t answer, I won’t be able to tell if he’s telling the truth.” 
 
   “What is his intent?” 
 
   “All I can see is that he wants us safe at home,” Landen thought.
 
   “None of this makes any sense to me.”
 
   Landen pulled himself up on one arm and gazed over me, taking in every part of me. His hand fluttered over my body, barely touching, yet it felt like he was consuming me. “Everything has its reason. It may not be clear to us tonight, but one day it will be. You and I have proved beyond any doubt that our beliefs are not false. We are meant to be with someone, the one. I found you. No one can keep us apart now. Our love will now be the story told to define how sacred love is.”
 
   Nervously I leaned up and framed his lips with mine. “I do love you,” I thought softly, knowing that before he very well could have not heard my words.
 
   Those words seemed to ignite the raw cravings that were seeping from each of our bodies. He leaned into our kiss, let his tongue wisp across mine, I groaned with pure pleasure, his strong hand eased down the side of my body. “And I do love you.” 
 
   I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and bowed my back trying to get closer to him. His lips escaped mine, trailed down my jaw, gently nipping the skin there before finding my neck. That sensation, the feel if his lips right there, the embrace of his hands as they innocently explored was enough to make me gasp. I started to tremble again with pure desire, those angelic lips eased back to mine, slowly ending the onset of deep passion. 
 
   His eyes fell into mine as he gently squeezed my sides. “We’ve waited so long, I don’t want to rush this. I don’t want you to tremble in my arms.”
 
   “I’m not trembling out of fear,” I thought with a blush.
 
   His hand moved down my waist, eventually finding my thigh, he squeezed that flesh and moved his hand slowly forward, I close my eyes as I sighed. 
 
   I felt his lips on my neck once more, but the kiss was all too brief. 
 
   “I know.” 
 
   A sinful smile echoed on my lips. I was going to have to be careful about setting intent around him. 
 
   “I just want it to be right, our house. I want to take my time with you. Love you the way I have dreamed of every day of my life.”
 
   I cradled his face with my hands. A boyish smile came to his lips. “This cabin is too crowded.” 
 
   I giggled at that. “Then you are going to have to talk to me. Distract me.” 
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   “Everything. Tell me about your family. Are you sure your family is okay with running around this dimension for us?”
 
   He wrapped the quilt around us and pulled me against him, we fit so perfectly this way, it was a well-practiced embrace, only now the heat of his body was present. 
 
   “My sister loves Infante, especially New York. She’s always thought that she’d find the one she’s looking for there. She told me she was ready to look the day my father came home, asking us to come here.”
 
   “Infante…is that what this dimension is called?”
 
   Landen nodded “It means ‘young.’” 
 
   “How is it young?”
 
   He smirked. “Travelers consider it young because the cultures are still divided and war still occurs here.”
 
   “What does Chara mean?”
 
   Landen smiled, and I felt a love come through him “‘Joy,’ ‘happiness.’” 
 
   I couldn’t help it, my hand started to move across his chest. I was captivated by the beat of his heart. “So, Chara has no war or different cultures?”
 
   His fingertips traced my eyes tenderly. “There has never been a war in Chara, and because everyone leaves to find someone, our culture is blended. Everyone has characteristics from several dimensions.”
 
   I smiled, thinking of how beautiful the people in Chara must be. “Has your brother, Brady, found his soul mate?” 
 
   A proud grin consumed his image. “Her name is Felicity. She’s at home. Their first child will be here soon. Trust me, she’s going to be thrilled to meet you.”
 
   Just the thought of meeting new people put me on edge, but it was hard to worry about that in this moment. “How old are they, Brady, and your sister Clarissa?”
 
   “Clarissa is twenty and Brady is twenty-five. That’s why my father didn’t believe me when I told him about you. Apparently, you don’t get the urge to search until you’re in your early twenties. He thought I was too young.” 
 
    “Thought.” I pointed out.
 
   “It’s more than clear that you and I are both older than our given ages …” his words faded as he thought over something. I watched as he shook his head obviously squashing an internal argument he was having with himself.
 
   I settled in next to Landen, struggling to keep my eyes open. The gentle caress of his fingertips was coaxing me into a calm that I’d never felt before.
 
   I studied every feature on his face, assuring myself that he was still real. “How come we need so many travelers to get us home?”
 
   “I think my father and I can do it. You and your dad can travel, and Libby is close enough she wouldn’t need a lot of help, so that only leaves your mother. We’re really just waiting on the storms to settle.”
 
   “What causes the storms?”
 
   He grinned as I set the intent to fight sleep just so I could hear his voice in my thoughts. “It’s a disruption in the energy near the strings. They say the storms have only happened in the last two generations. One theory is that all the technology is disrupting the natural energy around us.”
 
   “Are they dangerous?” I asked. I was having second thoughts about taking Libby through something like that.
 
   “They’re more confusing than dangerous. It’s like being out in open water—then all of a sudden a mass of waves turns you, and you lose your direction.”
 
   “How did you get hurt?”
 
   “I thought there was a passage where there wasn’t one, and I pushed through with my shoulder. I was just in a hurry to get here.”
 
   We lay in absolute silence, studying each other, lost in our own thoughts. I felt my eyes close against my will, and without hesitation, Landen was there beside me as we stood at the doorway to our home.
 
   He smiled down at me, then wistfully picked me up and carried me across the threshold, kissing me gently as he sat me down inside. I walked through our home with him at my side. All the rooms seemed so vast; the windows reached from the floor to the ceiling, letting in the sunlight.
 
   We walked up the wide staircase into a large room, our room. A gentle breeze flowed through the long white curtains, framing the wide double doors; the sun glided over them, making them seem as if they were satin. We then passed through the open doors and stared into a field of beautiful flowers, the sun dancing across them. I truly did feel like I was home. Home was at his side.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   The sunlight peeked through the open window, warming my face. I smiled serenely before I opened my eyes. When I reached for Landen, though, I didn’t find him. Libby’s small frame was under my hand. I opened my eyes to see her tiny sleeping head on my pillow. I hesitated, searching my memory. Then I rose quickly, thinking it was all a dream. A sinking feeling absorbed me.
 
   I reached out with all my senses, finally finding the boy that made my soul pulse: Landen. I could sense the peace of his soul from were I lay. Relief swept through me, realizing that he was only downstairs. I also sensed that there were four people down there with him.
 
   Their emotions giving me no alarm, I lay back down and traced Libby’s small features as she slept at my side. I couldn’t recall when she’d come in there. Hoping that she hadn’t had a nightmare, I shuddered as I remembered mine once again. Whatever the case, Libby seemed calm enough now, so I decided to get ready for whatever the day held for me.
 
   When I returned to my room, Libby was sitting up in my bed. A smile filled my face; her hair was nothing less than a savage nest, though she did look well rested.
 
   “Good morning, sleepy head.” 
 
   She smiled a sleepy smile at me.
 
   “When did you come in here?” 
 
   She looked around the room, seeming shocked to find herself there.
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   “Were you sleepwalking?” I asked, teasing her. Libby hadn’t been a bed jumper since she was really little. Back then, she would rotate through the night between her bed, mine, and then Mom and Dad’s.
 
   “Are you hungry?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “Then let’s get you dressed. I think we have company downstairs.”
 
   I was brushing out her hair, a difficult task, when she looked at me. “I like Livingston. He’s nice just like the others,” she said, looking back in my direction.
 
   I suddenly realized she was doing it again because I hadn’t even met him. I’d assumed that he was the one downstairs, but she already knew him. I wondered how difficult this would be, for her to live life constantly ahead of everyone else. I could only pray that she would find a way to embrace her gift, as I had mine. At least she wouldn’t have to hide her insight.
 
   When we walked downstairs, we heard laughter coming from the kitchen. The sensation of joy was illuminating the room.
 
   “Ah, there they are,” my father said proudly.
 
   They were all at the table—Ashten, Landen, and a man I assumed was Livingston, all dressed in black.
 
   “Good morning,” Landen thought, smiling at me as he got up from his chair and walked toward me with my favorite playful grin. Kissing me softly, he sent a tingle through my soul. I blushed. He was still real…everything was still real.
 
   “You left me,” I thought teasingly.
 
   He shook his head, showing a playful pout. “Never.”
 
   I could feel everyone watching our wordless communication with a sense of admiration.
 
   Livingston raised his brow as a grin spread across his face. He was slightly older than my Dad and Ashten, and he had dark brown hair with a hint of silver tracing through it. He also shared their same trait of dimples and deep blue eyes.
 
   “Willow, Libby, this is Livingston,” my father said proudly.
 
   I could only imagine how great it must be for him to be reunited with his lost friends.
 
   “Have a seat, girls. I have your breakfast ready,” Mom said warmly.
 
   Everyone else had already eaten, making me wonder how much of the day Libby and I had spent sleeping. Libby asked if she could have her breakfast in front of the TV. Normally, that would have gotten an instant no, but sensing the direction of the conversation, my mother agreed.
 
   “So, Willow,” Livingston began when Libby was successfully distracted. “They tell me you can sense emotions. Do you mind me asking, are they simple emotions or enhanced ones?”
 
   I’d never thought of defining what I did. Emotions always seemed to be a good way to sum it up for me, but Livingston caused me to reflect on what I felt when people were around me.
 
   “Umm, I’m not sure. I mean, some things I feel are more like a mood, as well as an emotion.”
 
   “Fascinating. So how would you describe me?” Livingston pressed.
 
   His tone was complacent, and he didn’t hold any real expression in his face. One might say he was calm. I smiled at him. “Nervous,” I said, sure of myself.
 
   Livingston shifted uneasily in his seat and looked cautiously at my father and Ashten. Landen noticed the exchange and stared at Livingston with his piercing blue eyes, judging his every move.
 
   “Fascinating,” Livingston finally said.
 
   I tried to explain it more clearly. “The people that I’m around the most, I can sum up in one word. I could tell you that my dad is almost always peaceful, and my mother and Libby have an energetic emotion constantly coming from them. I can feel the calm coming from Ashten and Landen. At the same time, I could tell you if they felt sad, scared, or even prideful.”
 
   “That does seem like more than just emotion, and it complements Landen’s insight,” Livingston said.
 
   I smiled at Landen, losing myself in his blue eyes. For a moment, I forgot I was in the middle of a serious conversation.
 
   “So, explain to us from your point of view how you travel,” Livingston asked.
 
   “I don’t know…I mean, I see people who look like they need help, I feel a gentle pull, I touch them, and then I’m there. But after seeing what Landen did yesterday with the string, I don’t think I’m all the way there. You see, they don’t see me, and when I let go, I’m home again.”
 
   My father was grinning at me, a strong sense of pride coming from him. He tried to help me explain it more clearly. “I’ve followed Willow before. She makes a path where one doesn’t exist. I was able to see the way back. If she were taught how we travel, she’d be able to see it, too.”
 
   “How far does she go?” asked Livingston.
 
   “Mostly she stays here, but she’s gone as far as Olecence before. More recently, she’s gone further than I’d care for,” he said, winking at me.
 
   I wondered how many dimensions there really were. So far, I knew of four.
 
   “Wait, what do you mean I ‘stay here’? You can jump around in one dimension?” I asked.
 
   The room erupted into laughter. It must have been a funny question to those in the room who could travel, the normal way, but my mother and I seemed to think it was a valid question.
 
   “I’m going to show you the strings today. You’ll see that Livingston is just in awe of you…they’re only laughing because you have no idea the kind of the power you hold.”
 
   I smiled, but I was blushing. 
 
   “Willow, I don’t mean to upset you, but your mother told me something that I find just as fascinating. She said you couldn’t feel anything coming from Drake. You told her he was a void,” Livingston said, leaning forward in his seat.
 
   Landen gave me a curious look, beaming with relief.
 
   “No, there was nothing there. I think that’s why I felt so uncomfortable around him. I knew it wasn’t me because I could still feel everyone else.”
 
   Landen reached his arm around me. With that statement, I knew that I’d made everyone a little nervous. “Willow,” my father said in his trademark peaceful tone. “Have you ever felt anything close to…evil?”
 
   Livingston closed his eyes, sighing softly. I sensed a profound remorse coming from him.
 
    My eyes grew wide, and my mouth opened. I had to admit, I hadn’t. I’d felt anger, but evil was not a word I could ever find to describe anyone I’d ever met. I shook my head slowly no.
 
   “That’s good. I don’t want you to ever have to,” my dad said.
 
   I couldn’t help but stare at Livingston. His emotions didn’t match the room or the circumstance. He was broken, lost.
 
   “Are you ready? I think we both need air,” Landen thought, glancing at me.
 
   “Is it safe?” I asked, feeling nervous.
 
   “We’re going to stay close. I’m going to show you my way, and then you’re going to show me yours.”
 
   “I bet my way is cooler,” I said slyly.
 
   I was sure it wasn’t, but I wanted to make him laugh, and it worked: he laughed out loud, and once again they all stared at us in wonder.
 
   “I want to go, too, Willow,” Libby said as she walked into the kitchen. Everyone looked at her with bemusement.
 
   “Well, Jason, Ashten,” Livingston said, sighing and staring at Libby. “I would have to say that you two have a very talented bunch on your hands.”
 
   Like my father and Ashten, Livingston was holding something back from Landen and me.
 
   Landen saw it, too. He gave his father a daring look as we left the cabin. As we walked along the river’s path, he tried to prepare me for what I would see in the string.
 
   “Have you ever swum in open water?” Landen asked.
 
   I’d lived in a landlocked state my whole life. The few times that we had vacationed at the beach, I never went in any further than my knees. “Not exactly…do I need to be a good swimmer or something?” I asked, unable to hide how anxious I really was.
 
   He laughed at himself and searched for a different analogy. When he couldn’t find one, he began again. “When you’re in the string, it’s like swimming in natural water. You’re going to feel something like a gentle current. It’s easy to walk through, but I don’t want it to scare you.” He glanced down at me. I could tell he was judging my response. “Everything but the passages are going to be white,” he finished.
 
   When we finally reached the place where I’d found him, I breathed in deeply, feeling my unease and his excitement. “Can you see the string?” he asked.
 
   I could, but I still couldn’t figure out why they called it a string. It looked like a ripple in the air, and you could see everything behind it. It reminded me of a glare coming off a scalding hot road in the summer’s sun. I nodded, he took my hand, and we stepped into the ripple, the string.
 
   It was so beautiful. Everything was a glowing light, and there was no depth or height. I could feel solid ground beneath me, though the ground shared the same white glow. I felt the gentle current. It didn’t scare me; it was very relaxing. The air wasn’t cold or warm—it was perfect. I could hear a mesmerizing humming sound. I let a childlike smile ease across my face.
 
   Landen reached to trace my bottom lip, grinning at the excitement he saw in me.
 
   “You are so beautiful.”
 
   “No, I’m just happy.”
 
   He leaned down and gave me the most innocent kiss, but the string, the energy behind the current, enhanced everything. I felt his lips hum against mine and gasped ever so slightly. When his hands moved down my sides I forgot to breathe for a second. 
 
   As if he could read my mind he thought. “That’s not my touch, that’s your soul reaching for mine.”
 
   I grinned slyly. “Trust me, it’s your touch.” 
 
   His eyes glinted with a shared desire. “I can’t wait to show you the universe.”  He took my hand and we began to walk. As we moved, the scenery never changed.
 
   “How do you know where you’re going? Do you visualize it, like my dad?”
 
   Landen stopped, looked down at me, and grinned. The string had highlighted his eyes. It was like a light was shining through from behind. I’d never seen anything so absorbing.
 
   “I follow intent. I can feel it through the string. When it changes, I know I’m either entering another part of the dimension that I’m near or approaching a different one. Can you feel emotions from here?” he asked as his eyes searched over my face.
 
   I was so distracted by the beauty of the string that I hadn’t noticed. I could feel Landen’s love as the most powerful emotion around me, but in the background I could feel others. They were common emotions: worry, happiness, and sadness. I nodded.
 
   “I think that when you learn the cultures of the dimensions, you’ll be able to use your insight of emotion to help you navigate.”
 
   “How do Clarissa and Brady navigate?”
 
   “Brady has a lot of Aquarius in his birth chart. He can hear music through the string. He says that every dimension has its own rhythm. Clarissa is dominant in Taurus, and she’s known for her voice. She says that she listens to the tones of the voices through the string.”
 
   My eyes widened. I was beginning to see that they relied heavily on the Zodiac in the dimension of Chara.
 
   “What’s a birth chart?”
 
   “It’s just a map of the heavens at the exact moment that you were born. When the planets align a certain way, they can highlight a dominant trait.”
 
   “Does the dimension Esterious study the Zodiac like Chara does?”
 
   Disdain shimmered across his stare before he nodded once to answer me. No doubt, he was not a fan of Esterious.
 
   “Chara looks to the heavens to find a positive way to impact the world around us. Esterious looks to the heavens to find a way to control others.”
 
   “Drake knows I’m a Scorpio,” I thought, remembering that my father had said the people in Esterious had predicted my birth.
 
   “I have a feeling that Drake knows more about what’s going on with this Blue Moon than you and I do,” Landen thought. I felt his anger rise. He wrapped his arm around me, and we began to stroll through the string.
 
   All at once, I could see a purple haze on the right side of the string. “It’s turning purple!” I shouted.
 
   My tone scared him, he jumped at the sound of my voice. I realized that talking to him without words would serve as a beneficial tool in the string. Laughing at my excitement, Landen pulled me closer. “Okay, purple is good. This is a natural path.”
 
   “Do you know where it leads?” 
 
   “I do,” he thought as an amused smirk emerged on his lips.
 
   He wasn’t going to tell me. I was learning that those two words were code words that meant ‘figure it out.’ We walked for at least fifteen more minutes before we reached the purple haze. The color resembled a summer sunset; it was so breathtaking. I felt like I was standing on a rainbow.
 
   “When you come to a passage, always step through it with caution—you don’t ever know for certain what you’ll step into.” 
 
   A wary look came across my face, and my curiosity was piqued. As he took the first step into the haze, Landen pulled me close, and a tingle teased my skin as the haze surrounded me. I then felt a burst of humidity in the air and heard a loud roaring noise. Fearing that we had somehow found our way into some horrible danger, I focused my eyes as the haze fell behind us. I couldn’t believe what I was seeing: a vast waterfall. It was the most amazing thing I had ever seen.
 
   “Where are we? Niagara Falls?” I asked completely humbled by this display of nature.
 
   He grinned. “This is Victoria Falls.” 
 
   “Where is Victoria Falls?”
 
   “Zimbabwe,” he thought, ducking his head slightly to catch my gaze, clearly wondering if I realized how those few steps we had taken in the string had moved me across the globe.
 
   I knew that the shock on my face was apparent. I couldn’t fathom how we’d gotten there. “It’s beautiful…so big…”
 
   “It’s over a mile wide and very old.”
 
   “How old?”
 
   “One hundred and fifty million years. It’s a powerful natural source of energy, and that’s why it was so easy for you to see. We passed several other passages before we reached this one,” he thought, studying my face for signs of understanding.
 
   I could see that I had so much to learn. I knew that I didn’t ever want to be alone in the strings. I was sure to be lost.
 
   “Are they all this beautiful?”
 
   “Everything that you see will amaze you, even if you’ve been there before. Each place has its own story to tell.  If you listen, you can hear it and feel it.”
 
   True. I could feel this place. I could feel that all those who knew it, loved it, and respected it. The waterfall itself knew it was powerful…it was a life force all its own.
 
   “Can you see your way back?” he asked.
 
   I looked behind us, but there wasn’t a purple haze or a wave in the air.
 
   “No,” I thought in a worried tone.
 
   He didn’t seem surprised by my answer. He stood behind me, wrapped his arms around me, and held me tightly.
 
   “Close your eyes and remember the way you came…remember the feeling you had as you passed through… find the energy.” He thought as his hands moved up my sides. 
 
   I giggled like a ridiculous schoolgirl. “I can only think of one thing when you are touching me like that.”
 
   He leaned his shoulder back so that he was able to see my expression, then he gazed into my eyes. My lips were but a breath away from his. “Would it make you feel any better if I told you that it was killing me to be a gentlemen right about now?” 
 
   “No, It would make me ask you how long the storms are going to last. I want to go home.” 
 
   There was that look again, the one filled with wonder and utter devotion. 
 
   His hand smoothed across my stomach daring to edge toward my chest. When he reached the flesh above my heart, he splayed his fingers as his lips met mine. “My home is right here. As sappy as that sounds, no matter what worlds I traveled to, where I laid my head at night, this has always been my home.” His warm tongue just barely grazed my lips as he pulled away.
 
   “I wish I knew you were real before yesterday.”
 
   “You doubted that I was?” He asked as he turned me in his arms. Concern was masking his playful image. 
 
   “Deep down I believed you were, I really did. There was always a lingering doubt that I had fabricated you to get me through each day. It was so exhausting to feel so much, to see what I saw for no reason, and not understand it. Closing my eyes at night and seeing you made it worth it.” I made a face. “I’ve always been a bit of an introvert. Not really living, going through the paces, just waiting.”
 
   I ran my hands across his arms. 
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. I’m independent. I’m not one of those girls that needs a boy to define her. I’ve just always felt like I was missing something, like I was late for some big deal in my life. Only I didn’t know what it was. Out of place basically.” I paused. “Then this happens. I had a bad dream. That one dream turned my life upside down. It scared the hell out of me when my parents came out and told me I was basically in hiding. But through that I kept telling myself that it must mean you were real, if Drake was real you were real. I told myself if something as crazy as being from another dimension was true, then I could have really found you in my dreams. That no matter what I would find you. But all of that happened, like, this week. Before, before I was trying to get out of going away to school. I was watching movies with my friends, and every once in a while they would convince me to go to the lake or something.”
 
   Throughout my confession his emotions varied, under it all he was mad.
 
   “I cannot believe they let you struggle like that.” 
 
   “I hid it well.” 
 
   “They never talked to you about your insights?”
 
   “No, but I never asked either. They were worried enough about my sleeping patterns.” 
 
   That didn’t help his mood at all. My hand reached for his chest. “You’ve always been my best friend. Even though we never said a word, I felt like you got me. And it was so easy to feel only your emotion, you always had such a calm. I mean, I love my friends back home, but only couple of them ever knew the real me.”
 
   His hands squeezed my waist. “I may have felt peaceful, but I swear to you that was only when I laid eyes on you. I struggled, too. I’ve always been treated differently. They look at me like they know something I don’t, but at the same time like they think I know some cosmic secret. I can’t tell you how many times I ran away, searching for a way to find you, searching for answers to questions I feel in my soul but cannot understand enough to clearly ask them. I’ve been out of place, too. Only I was watching the clock, I was searching for a beacon. I never doubted you were mine, that I was yours. But I fought the course of time. I fought every rule they put before me.”
 
   I don’t know what would have been worse, not knowing without a doubt we were more than just dreams, or knowing and not being able to do anything about it.
 
   “How worried do I need to be about us right now? What secrets are they hiding? Do you really think they kept me hidden because of that dark dimension? I mean, are they expecting something out of us?”
 
   His jaw clenched, he glanced away. “Chara can be just a superstitious as any dimension. I’m more worried about how our dimension is connected to Esterious, what Drake wants with you.”
 
   “Is it really wicked there?”
 
   “It’s a place that has always haunted me. Wicked doesn’t begin to describe it.”
 
   A shiver ran down my spine. 
 
   He wrapped his arms around me. “I’m not going to let him hurt you, or our home. I swear that to you. We’ll figure out what our souls are trying to tell us, one way or another. But right now, I want to enjoy these precious first moments. I want to hear your voice.” His hand moved in small circles on my back. “I want to feel the heat of your skin.” He tilted his head. “I want to gaze at that wonder in your eyes. I want to awaken you to all that power in your soul.” He blushed ever so slightly. “I want to make up for all these years when you thought I was a dream.”
 
   “You are. Right now you are,” I thought as I glanced longing at the massive waterfall before I turned in his arms. “Okay, I’m remembering how we came here, what the passage felt like,”  I said as I closed my eyes.
 
   “Focus on that for a second or two.” He swayed his hands against my arms. “Now open your eyes,” he thought.
 
   When I did, the wave was there again.
 
   “I can see it!”
 
   “Okay, you lead the way,” he thought as he laughed aloud.
 
   I walked slowly through the wave. The roar of the waterfall was gone, and the air was perfectly still again. Only the haze remained behind us.
 
   “How come it wasn’t there at first?” I asked, looking back at the haze daring to reach out and feel the color of the air.
 
   “It was there—you just were never taught to see it. The strings are all over every dimension. You’ve walked by more than you could ever know. Our eyes can see them. You just have to learn to call on what you were born with.”
 
   I looked around the string, and to my right I could see an array of colors that seemed to stretch out for miles in every direction. They looked like they were blocking our path.
 
   “I can see more colors, is this a wall?”
 
   “This is where the string divides. Focus on the hazes, and you’ll see that the more dominant hazes are framing different paths.”
 
   I studied what I thought was a wall in front of me, and as I stared, I could see that the darker hazes outlined three passages. The colors of the three passages were so bright; they spilled out of their paths and joined the others. It looked like every color that existed was blended perfectly together. They flowed on the gentle current I was feeling. The glow of the white passages reflected on the hazes, looking like diamonds. I was humbled by the beauty before me.
 
   “Three paths,” I thought softly as I stared in awe.
 
   Landen grinned. I could sense the excitement rise inside of him. “The storms create these paths. More passages are created with each aggressive flow of energy. When our parents were young, storms were rare. They only really occurred once a year. Around the time we were born, they were so fierce that only the most experienced travelers were able to navigate through them.” 
 
   “My father said his passage to my mother closed. Is that normal?”
 
   His eyes told me no, and I could feel his mystification. “In our entire history it’s only happened to your father. My grandfather, August, told me that everyone searched endlessly for the gifted healer.”
 
   “That’s a little scary,” I thought.
 
    “I just wish they would have brought you home when they did find you,” he thought with disdain.
 
   We began to walk. I wasn’t sure, but I thought we were going back the way we had just come. I searched the glow all around us, looking at all the hazes that had been absent to me before.
 
   There were little speckles along the sides of the walls of the string. They were all different colors. Some small as dust, others as large as a doorway. We stopped before one of the large yellow doorways.
 
   “I told you that purple was a natural path. Why do you think the color to this one is different?” Landen asked.
 
   It was like being in a classroom. He was making me think, teaching me.
 
   “Well, yellow and purple are both calm colors. Could be natural, just not as strong maybe?”
 
   Landen held his arm out, indicating that he wanted me to lead the way. My steps were cautious. He may have known where it led, but I didn’t. For all I knew, I could have been in Australia, and a big scary snake would be at my feet when the yellow haze left me.
 
   When the haze passed, the same tingle as the last was there. The feeling was growing more familiar to me. As the haze faded, we stood on a rocky cliff overlooking a beautiful, deserted, white beach, the water was so clear. Suddenly, I heard a loud noise, and I turned to see water crashing through a hole in the rocks. As I stood in absolute astonishment, I could feel the energy leaving as the water fell.
 
   “Do you want to stay here for a while?” he asked, laughing at my reaction.
 
   I did, but I was hungry for more. Feeling proud of myself, I pulled Landen back into the string. Feeling the pride coming from him, I knew I had done well.
 
   “You’re quick. It took me almost ten times before I could find the string alone.”
 
   “I’m sure you were only a little boy. It’s not the same for me,” I assured him.
 
   All of a sudden my smile faded. I could feel someone in the string with us. I was certain of it. They had an emotion of excitement. In the string emotions were intensified, and this person’s emotion was, too. They were as strong as a room full of people.
 
   “Landen, someone else is here…I can feel them.”
 
   Landen was already looking past me, and his eyes suddenly grew brighter. Whatever he had felt made him happy.
 
   “Landen, is that you?” a deep voice said.
 
   Out of the bright light, an image came forth. Dressed in all black was, a young, eye-catching boy. He was tall like Landen with wavy brown hair, and his eyes were so dark, but they had the same glow behind them as Landen’s did.
 
   “It’s Marc.”
 
   “Marc, where have you been?” Landen asked, excited to see him.
 
   Taking stock of the fact that Landen was not alone, Marc looked at me as if he couldn’t believe his eyes.
 
   “I don’t believe it, you found her!” Marc’s voice rang with elation. “I’m so glad Landen found you,” he said, smiling at me. I could feel his enthusiasm rise. “Do you want me to help you get home before I go and help Jason’s family?” he asked, looking back at Landen.
 
   “This is Willow, Jason’s daughter,” Landen said, pulling me closer to him.
 
   Marc’s eyes widened. He was completely bewildered. “That isn’t possible…that would mean you’re both from Chara,” he said, looking back and forth between us.
 
   “Willow and I must be the exception in the history of Chara. Listen, Dad found Jason a long time ago. He only wanted to come home now because Drake Blakeshire is looking for Willow.”
 
   “Willow is the Scorpio? Why would he be looking for her? It’s more than clear that the two of you belong to one another,” Marc argued. It wasn’t hard to tell he was not a fan of Esterious either.
 
   “Everyone is silent when I ask questions. They’re hiding something from us,” Landen said in a tone that reflected the livid emotion his father always seemed to manifest within him. 
 
   “That must be why Ashten and Dad asked us to find a path that avoided Esterious,” Marc said, looking back and forth in the string.
 
   “Did you find one?” Landen asked.
 
   “Yeah, the one you told me to check. A storm is beginning to stir that way. We need to wait at least a day before we pass through it. Where are the others?” 
 
   “Back in the cabin. I was showing Willow how we travel.”
 
   “Well, I guess I don’t have to come up with an excuse for showing up without you. Are sure you don’t want to just go home? We can make it if we’re really careful,” Marc said in growing concern.
 
   “We’re going to wait. We want to make sure Libby, Willow’s baby sister, gets to Chara safely,” Landen said, glancing down at me.
 
   Marc nodded. “I’m going to let you finish up your lessons. I’m beat,” he said as he began to move past us. “Stay clear of the gray paths,” he warned as he disappeared in the glow.
 
   “Is gray bad?” I thought.
 
   Landen gave me an impish grin. “No, they’re just man made, so it’s hard to judge what you’re stepping into. Infante is known for having the most.”
 
   “Were you not going to come and help my family? Is that what Marc meant when he said at least he wouldn’t have to come up with an excuse for showing up without you?”
 
   He let out a sigh as he pulled me to him. I was utterly aware of every part of our bodies that were touching. “We were leaving the day I saw you and you gave me that note. I told Marc and Brady I was going to find you, and I didn’t care if my father wanted me to or not. They both agreed with me. Marc said he would find an excuse for me not showing up at the cabin.”
 
   My heart started to beat rapidly. He made me feel so safe, yet so empowered at the same time. I had no doubt that he would have moved mountains to find me after I gave him that note. I scorned myself with harsh thoughts. I should have thought of doing something like that sooner.
 
   Landen and I made our way through the string, stopping at every color that caught my eye. In one morning I had traveled from Montana to Zimbabwe, then to the beaches of Key West. We gazed at the northern lights and stood at the peak of Mt. Everest. As I looked at the Grand Canyon, in every single one of those places he took my breath away. It could have been how he held my hand, or how he brushed against me, the lingering kisses, or the way he would look at me, as if I were the one that had left him mesmerized.
 
   “Okay, so maybe your way is cooler,”  I teased.
 
   “Not too bad for a first date,” he thought.
 
   I had asked him a million questions throughout the day. About places he went to, who taught him what he knew, about his family. Everything I could think of. He answered each of them and asked me something about my past as well. I told him about my friends, how it was the hardest to leave Olivia and Dane behind, that we were the old souls of our group, and that we only seemed to get each other. I heard all about his brother, and his cousins, the places they had gone, people they had helped, funny stories and scary stories. The ironic part was every story we told each other, in some way we already knew it, because of our dreams, we could remember each other’s moods, or actions on that night. To hear us talk you would think our lives apart were decades ago, as if we knew we could never go back to our old life, but didn’t really care to either. We were hungry for tomorrow. Starved for the chance to make memories together. 
 
    “How do you know so much about my world, but have only found me now?”
 
    “I was not allowed this far from my home, specifically to Infante, by my father. Marc and Brady would bring me there from time to time, though. I always felt pulled here, but I could never see my beacon. My time was short here, someone or something always pulled me away.”
 
   “Did he tell you why?”
 
   “He was always silent when I asked…it doesn’t matter anymore.” He smiled and looked down at me, and I felt his enthusiasm rise. “It’s your turn. Where do we need to go to help you get started?”
 
   I didn’t think I’d ever traveled outside of Franklin. It was easy to see someone out of place in your own hometown.
 
   “I just need people.”
 
   “Jason said that I wouldn’t be able to see the people you could see.”
 
   “Really?” 
 
   “That’s what he said, you scared him a few times.”
 
   I laughed. “He looked extremely relieved to see you at my side last night.”
 
   He tried to hide a grin. “I have a reputation when it comes to the string. I’m sure he thought I could follow you no matter how twisted you got in here.”
 
   “What kind of reputation?” I asked, raising one brow.
 
   He laughed, stealing a kiss before he answered. “I seem to see more paths.” He winked. “That made running away easier than it should have been.”
 
   “They always found you, though.”
 
   “I let them. I was just proving a point.” His gaze was all too serious right then. “We could run away now and never come back, but I know you feel pulled home just like I do.”
 
   “I do. I want it all. I want you and I want my family side by side, in Chara.”
 
   He brushed his nose across mine. “Then that is what you are going to get.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   We found our way to a quaint little town that was a lot like Franklin. The buildings all dated back to the 1800s. Shops and restaurants lined the streets. We settled in at a little café, which was set in front of a square park that centered the town. People were pushing strollers, walking their dogs, and lounging on the benches. On the other side of the park was a beautiful church. Flowers and white lace decorated the step. I could only assume that a wedding was in progress.
 
   “Are there places like that in Chara?”
 
   “The building? Or what they do there?” 
 
   Knowing there was a wedding in process, I squirmed in my seat. I didn’t want him to think I was insinuating anything. 
 
   “Either.”
 
   “Well, in some way, yes to both.” He gazed at the historic church with the utmost respect. “That place is powerful, I feel the same kind of energy when I go to the places I took you today.”
 
   “I can see that.” I let the tension slide out of my body. He misread my question.
 
   He tilted his head and glanced at me curiously. “Where you talking about the wedding part? Or the higher power part?”
 
   I started laughing, that’s all I could do to hide the embarrassment.
 
    “Do you want a wedding?” he asked sincerely.
 
   I couldn’t say or think a single thought. The boy had the insight of truth so I couldn’t lie, and I refused to admit I was curious about how couples symbolized a bond.
 
    Landen moved his chair closer to mine, wrapped his arm around me, and we watched the couples make their way out.
 
   “They seem happy,” Landen thought, glancing at the groom, then back to me.
 
   I could sense the bride and groom from where I sat. There was a love between them, but, for some reason our love felt older. Bonded at the core of our being.
 
   “In Chara, we do celebrate when couples find one another. Friends and family welcome home the ones who were searching and their soul mates.” Landen paused and looked deep into my eyes before continuing. “We believe that we are each other’s gift from the heavens. We thank the heavens every moment for the love we feel. In Chara, ‘I love you,’ is more than just three words.  They are never spoken unless that emotion is felt at our core. Right now we are just as, if not more so, committed as that couple. This is forever. This life and the next.”
 
    He drew my face closer to his and said, “I love you, Willow. I always have, and I always will.”
 
   He had the power to seize my soul with a glance. His voice, his words, they were so deep. I had to hold myself back, tell myself not to pull him to me and lose control in his arms in front of all these people.
 
   “I love you.” I whispered daring to look at his lips.
 
   An impish grin spread across his face, bringing his dimples to life. “It’s killing me to hold back, too.”
 
   “It blows my mind how easily you can read me. How many times have I embarrassed myself today?”
 
   “None. Your intentions are pure, your truth is something you offer without caution.”
 
   “If you think my intentions are pure when it comes to you, then you are not reading me very clearly, Mr. Chambers.”
 
   His eyes grew wide with fake surprise. 
 
   “Oh, you must have sensed truth in those words.” 
 
   Before I knew it I was in his lap, laughing uncontrollably as he tickled my sides. I moved in his embrace and latched my lips on to his. I controlled this kiss, and for a brief second I didn’t care who saw us. He gripped my sides and lifted me. “You keep that up, and I’m going to take you home this instant.”
 
   So tempting. 
 
   “All right, All right. I’m focusing.” 
 
   I closed my eyes, let out a deep breath, only to open them and see him looking at me in a humorous way.
 
   “Breathe deep? That’s your trick.” 
 
   I playfully slapped his shoulder. “Everyone seems to be in place. Images stick out,” I said trying not to smile.
 
   One nod, a teasingly disbelieving nod.
 
   “I’m serious.” I glanced around us. “Come on, let’s walk.” 
 
   We had only taken a few steps before I felt that familiar pull on me. I hesitated and searched the emotions around us. Somebody was painfully nervous. I spotted a young man pacing back and forth. He looked as if he were rehearsing a speech, playing the words across his lips. I watched him as he stopped his pacing and took a step forward, then halt and start pacing again. I was almost sure he was an image. He was stepping forward to a tree, but a tree would definitely not need a rehearsed speech.
 
   “Do you see that young man over by the Dogwood tree?”
 
   Landen followed my gaze. “What do you see?” he asked.
 
   “A man preparing to give a speech to a tree.”
 
   He erupted into laughter. 
 
   “What? Trees can be intimidating. That or he’s out of place just like I said he would be,” I thought as I raised my chin to drive home my point.
 
   “Is the tree making him nervous?”
 
   “Something is,” I thought.
 
   “Your sure he’s an image?” Landen asked as he continued searching the people on the streets.
 
   “If I get closer to him and feel a pull on me, then I’ll know for sure,” I thought pulling him toward the man.
 
    “What do you mean, ‘pull?’”
 
   “The images pull me to them, then after I help them, they push me back to where I began.”
 
   We began to walk closer to the young man. As we did, he stopped his pacing again, then stood in place and pulled a little box out of his pocket. I knew then what he was nervous about. I started to walk faster. I could tell he was losing his nerve.
 
   “Okay, you hold onto me. I’ll let go of him when it’s over,” I told him.
 
   Landen held my hand tightly. The memory that I was going to use would be so powerful that this young man would have enough courage to last him for a lifetime. As I reached for his arm, the day shifted to evening, and the air had a gentle breeze. He was standing outside a quaint apartment building. I let the memory of seeing Landen outside my dreams for the first time come to me. The tension then left, and the young man took a deep breath and ran forward. I lost my touch.
 
   Landen and I were back. I don’t think I’ve ever felt as happy for one of my images before.
 
   I smiled up at Landen. “Well, how was that?” I thought, proud of myself.
 
   Landen looked around to see if anyone had seen us come or go. Finding no one paying attention to us, he thought, “I think you have me beat.”
 
   “What? There’s no way—there was no wave or beautiful light.”
 
   “Yes, there was. You just didn’t see it,” he thought, smiling.
 
   What did he mean by that?
 
   “You just crossed the string and made your own light. The pull you feel is the energy of the string,” he continued. “Look at where he was, remember the way you felt…do you see it?”
 
   I could see. It was a wave, where one did not exist before. I took Landen’s hand and stepped through, not knowing if we’d be with the young man or back in the string. When I heard the hum and felt the current, though, I knew we were in the string.
 
   “Look, do you see the green in the wall?” Landen asked. I looked to the right and could see a light green haze, the same size as me. Landen walked to the left side of the string and pointed out the twin image on the other side of the string. As I realized what he was saying, a grin came across my face.
 
   Without warning, the hum of the string grew louder. The current was moving faster, and I felt my breath leave me. Landen pulled me down to the ground and wrapped his arms and body around me tightly. The energy filling the string was so powerful, it vibrated every part of me. Just when I thought I couldn’t stand another moment, everything was still again. I rose in a daze, and a numbing feeling came over me. The walls of the string had changed, and my green haze was no longer there. We had moved.
 
   “Did I do that?” I asked, afraid of what his answer might be.
 
   “It was just a storm. They’re unpredictable.”
 
   “Do you know where we are?” I asked with a trembling voice.
 
   Landen looked at the walls of the string. Once he found his place, a smile came across his face. “Well, we’re back, a little faster than I would have preferred,” he said reaching to help me up.
 
   There was a light blue haze, and as we stepped through it the river that ran along the cabin was in front of us.
 
   As we walked toward the cabin, I felt all the emotions that I loved, the ones that only a family could give you.
 
   Libby was running down the river path as fast as she could, excitement pouring from her. She is so precious. When she reached us, she leaped into Landen’s arms and reached across to pull me to them.
 
   “You guys left me all day,” she said in her fake pout voice. “Did you take Willow to your castle?” she asked Landen. He lifted her above his head making her scream with laughter.
 
   “Did you?” she said through her giggles.
 
   “No, not yet but I will very soon. When I do, you get to come, too. How does that sound?”
 
   “I get to live with you?”
 
   Landen was starting to learn that nothing got past Libby.
 
   “Well, you get to live very close with your mom and dad.”
 
   “How close?” she pressured.
 
   “Close enough that you can run there in less than a minute,” Landen said, setting her down. Libby seemed to be satisfied with his answer, and I was, too. I needed Libby close to me.
 
   At the cabin, dinner was on the table. Marc had made it there safely, and the cabin was filled with a sense of joy. The stories of all the places travelers had seen sent my imagination running wild. I watched my father’s eyes dance as he laughed at the stories being told of his childhood. My eyes always found their way to Libby. She’d insisted on sitting in Landen’s lap for dinner; he didn’t seem to mind. I wondered what she’d filled her day with or if she’d picked up on her insight. Libby seemed not to be surprised by anything anyone was saying, but she was careful to answer when she was required.
 
   When Libby finished her dinner she slid off Landen’s lap and went into the living room. Once there, she stretched out on the floor and began to color across one of my sketchpads. Landen and I stared at her as the others continued to reminisce.
 
   “I wonder if she has a gift of art, too,” Landen thought.
 
   “If she does, she’ll humble my talent.”
 
    “Landen, do you agree that we should wait another day before we travel home?” Livingston asked pulling us from our private conversation.
 
   Landen’s stare was still on Libby, “I don’t want to take any risks. We should wait for the storm that’s turning to pass.” 
 
   I could feel eagerness inside Livingston. If it were up to him, we’d already be on our way.
 
   “I’m going to get Libby ready for bed,” I said, standing. 
 
   I wanted to spend some time alone with her, see if I could pick up on how well this insight of hers was developing, or at the very least let her know she could ask me about anything she thought was weird. 
 
   Everyone else stood and started to clear away the table from dinner. I took Libby upstairs, and we took turns in the shower. After she was ready for bed, I read her a story. I noticed that she was losing the excitement that I loved about her; it was as if she’d aged over the past few days.
 
   “Libby, is there anything you want to talk about or ask me?” I whispered to her.
 
   Her eyes found mine, and she searched my face. I could feel her running through different emotions: anxiety, a little fear, and then returning to the common thread of excitement. “I think I’m different,” she said in a quiet voice.
 
   “You are different. Everyone is, and that’s what makes us all so special.”
 
   “Willow, I think that I am—I have—I can…” She was struggling to find the words. I felt her emotions rush, and I squeezed her tight.
 
   “I know. Don’t worry about it. It’ll all make more sense as you get older. Don’t rush it. You’ll find your way,” I said, playing with her long brown hair. I felt a calm come over her.
 
   After she drifted off to sleep, I left her room. As I passed through the hallway to my room, I heard the discussion downstairs in full debate. I could still feel Livingston’s eagerness. I could also feel Landen’s frustration. It was obvious we weren’t going to get any answers that night. I climbed on my bed with my sketchpad in my hand, then turned to a blank page and stared, trying to decide what to draw first. It was hard because my day had been so amazing. I sensed my mother. When I looked up she was leaning in the doorway. She smiled warmly at me. She had her energy and excitement with her again.
 
   “Can I come in?” she asked. I scooted over on the bed, making room for her to sit beside me.
 
   “I can only imagine what sketches will come out of the day that you’ve had,” she said.
 
   I smiled as it rushed through my mind. Mom saw the photo album on the table and grabbed it, smiling as she looked at the pictures. She then started turning the pages, watching my friends and I grow up over the years.
 
   “Do you miss them?” she asked. 
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Can you imagine what they’d say about you finding Landen?” she said, smiling. “What did you think of the string?”
 
   “It was amazing, indescribable. It would change, the feelings, the colors, it all changed,” I answered in a rush.
 
   “I wish I could see it,” she said, feeling envious. 
 
   I suddenly realized how scary only feeling it would be.
 
   “So, Landen and you…” she said, shifting her emotion.
 
   I felt myself blush. “Is everyone still shocked about us?” I asked, sitting up a little straighter.
 
   “Not shocked. It’s just amazing. I still cannot believe that you don’t have to use any words to communicate. Did it scare you?”
 
   “We didn’t even realize it.”
 
   “Is it everything? I mean, can you hear his thoughts now?” she asked glancing to the doorway.
 
   “We only hear each other when we speak to one another. I’m not sure if he could hear me now or not.”
 
   “What about the dreams, are they the same place?”
 
   “I think so. The last few have been at this beautiful home in our new world.”
 
   “I bet it’s the one he built,” she said, smiling wider.
 
   Landen building a home…I tried to picture it. His hands were not callused; his skin was not browned from the sun.
 
   “They all help. The family starts the house when the children are around the age of ten. It’s not something that happens overnight, though. Your father said his was nearly finished when he left. He had spent ten years on it.” 
 
   The way I felt about the home was intensified. It would always represent Landen to me.
 
   “You know the houses are run off natural energy. The whole dimension is run off the power of sun, wind, and water.” 
 
   This world was becoming a utopia to me. It was as if the world that I’d I lived in had the same choices, but failed to take the right path. 
 
   “Ashten went to see Aubrey today. You know it’s hard to be away from your soul mate for a long time. Clarissa found hers as well,” my mother said. 
 
   “Did he say what she thought about Landen and me?” I asked nervously.
 
   “Aubrey and I are a lot alike. She can’t wait to meet you, and she’s very proud of her son,” she winked at me.
 
   My mom started to tell me about all the people I would meet when we finally got Chara. I drifted off to sleep somewhere in the middle of that conversation. 
 
   At first, I slept without any dreams. Slowly, though, my home came into view. I walked into the house, stopping to smell the flowers on the front steps. Once inside the house, I made my way through the rooms I’d seen the night before. I made plans to create paintings and place them, highlighting my first time in the string and the wonders of the world where my childhood was spent. I traced my fingers through the designs in the framework that bordered the center of the walls.
 
   I was in a large room. The couches and chairs all had beautiful patterns on them, and I ran my fingers across each one. I could feel the handmade stitching.
 
   In the center of the wall was a vast fireplace framed by a beautiful mantel, and along it were pieces of what looked to be crystal. The shapes were all amazing, but one caught my eye: a willow tree. It was six inches high, and the branches and leaves each broke out into their own crystals. The sunlight peering through brought out an array of colors. Stepping closer, I could see a little knob on the base of the tree. I gently picked up the delicate tree and twisted the knob. I felt it wind up like a music box, and I could only imagine what song would come from it. 
 
   I felt Landen’s hands on my shoulders, he moved them slowly down my back birthing a throbbing sensation from my soul. One hand reached for my waist, and the other reached for my arm, he gently lifted it, so that I was stretching back and threading my hand through his dark hair. As I gazed into his eyes, his fingertips feathered down my arm, it took all I had not to laugh, that tender caress fell further, tracing my chest, my ribs, all the way down to my waist. I held his stare as I leaned up to let my lips brush against his. 
 
   Throughout the day I had grown use to the warmth of his lips, the power of his flesh, so much so, that I missed that right now, yet some how, he made this seem real, too. I could feel a tingling sensation on my skin, I could sense his presence reaching out for mine. He deepen our kiss as he pressed me to him and swayed me in the silent room. 
 
   Every touch that night was innocent, yet provocatively sensual, holding the promise that we were more than lovers, we were eternal.
 
   I didn’t want to wake from the dream, I wanted to be alone with him, but daylight brought us both back to reality. 
 
    “Did you have a good discussion downstairs last night?” I asked.
 
   He looked intently into my eyes and carefully thought his words through before he spoke. “All we came up with were more questions. It doesn’t make sense why the string doesn’t burn you when you pass through. Your dad said that was always his biggest fear. He could always see the green haze around you, but it didn’t ever hurt you, inside or out. We can’t figure out why you can’t change the emotions of the ones that are in your presence, or why the emotions that call you are so simple. It’s amazing that you can see them through an entire string.”
 
   “Do you know why they can’t see me or feel me?” 
 
   “You never completely leave the string. You stay in the haze just on the edge, and that might be why.” 
 
   That seemed to make sense. It just bothered me that I’d never seen the haze before.
 
   “Livingston thinks that if you focused your energy, you’d be able to affect the ones in your presence. If you could, you’d be able to give courage or a sense of empowerment to those who need it. He knows that there are good people in all the worlds, even in Esterious,” Landen said, looking away. I could feel that he was uneasy with his thoughts.
 
   “You don’t like his ideas, do you?”
 
   “He believes what he’s saying, but they’re guarding their intentions, not thinking about anything but the moment they’re in.”
 
   “What do you think it is?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I don’t think it’s anything we should look forward to hearing,” Landen said, tightening his jaw.
 
   “The way we feel is a choice. I hope Livingston doesn’t think I’ll be able to change those who aren’t willing.”
 
   “That’s exactly what our fathers and I said.”
 
   “So when do we leave? What’s the plan?”
 
   “That storm we were in was just a little one. Marc looked in the string last night, and it got worse after we left. It should completely pass by late tonight. We’re going to leave early tomorrow so Libby won’t have to travel through the night. Today, we’re going to go to one of the towns here and practice what you do so we can start to define it. You can’t help anyone until you can control it.”
 
   It wasn’t anyone’s intention, but I felt like a science experiment. It made me uneasy. Showing Landen was one thing, but I already felt embarrassed, thinking of the others watching me and critiquing what I was doing. I rolled on my back and stared at the arched wood above us, wishing I could just tell them to save myself from embarrassment.
 
   Libby ran into the room and dove onto the bed, making a place for herself between us. She was already dressed in a bright yellow swimsuit and sundress.
 
   “I wish you guys would go swimming with me instead of a silly hiking trip,” she said with a big pout on her face.
 
   Questioning her words, I looked at Landen, but he was just as lost. I assumed it was another story my mother had told her to keep the peace.
 
   “We’ll miss you, and I promise to come back soon,” I said to her.
 
   Libby laughed out loud when I started to tickle her then all at once she went rigid and her eyes were somewhere else, looking past the room. I sat up quickly, feeling the fear coming from her. I shook her lightly and called her name. Landen stood up and lifted her to a sitting position. Her fear impacted us both, and we were reaching the point of panic. Then all at once it was gone, and she resumed her normal excitement. Landen and I sighed deeply, and Libby looked at us as if we’d lost our minds.
 
   “Did her emotion change, too?” Landen thought.
 
   “She had fear, but only for an instant, now she’s fine. What do you think she saw?”
 
   “I don’t know. I just hope whatever it was passes just as quickly.”
 
   A sickening feeling came over me, accompanied by an intense sense of dread.
 
   Landen and I got ready for our day. When we went downstairs, I was surprised to see that only my mom and dad were there.
 
   “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Marc and Livingston went to check the progress of the storm. Dad went to see my mother.”
 
   A sense of relief came over me. I wouldn’t have to be anyone’s science experiment after all. When I looked at Landen he was grinning.
 
   “You didn’t think I’d let them make you uncomfortable, now did you?”
 
   “You might just be too perfect, Landen Chambers.”
 
   “Doubt that, you just bring out the best in me.”
 
   I could feel his disdain and I didn’t understand it. When my eyes questioned him he responded. “I’m a bit adventurous and stubborn, even reckless, but…I was that way because I wanted to find you. Figure out why I’m different. You’ve calmed me down.”
 
   “Is that why your dad and the others are looking at you like you are a ticking time bomb?”
 
   That made him laugh. “Not a time bomb, they just know they crossed a line by keeping secrets from me. If there is one thing you do not mess with in Chara it’s a persons soul mate. They are still hiding something and they know I won’t take it well.”
 
   “Whatever it is…we’ll get through it.”
 
   “I promise you that.” He said reaching to trace my bottom lip.
 
   For an instant we’d forgotten we were standing in the den, with my parents a few feet away.
 
   It seemed my father had taken on the cooking duties for the morning. He was fixing his famous omelets. The enticing aroma saturated the air. I heard my stomach growl as I took in the heavenly scent.
 
   “I hope you guys are hungry. There’s more than enough,” my father said as we sat at the table.
 
   My mother was sketching the mountain view that served as the background to the cabin that we’d called home for the past few days. Everyone seemed at peace, even Libby.
 
   “Are you going with me and Landen today, Dad?” 
 
   He was surprised and flattered by my question. “I think I’m going to stay here with your mom and Libby,” he said, sitting down.
 
   I was sure he had his reasons. Secretly, though, I really just wanted to see the way his hazel eyes would look in the string, I imagined they’d be green the way they were when he was happy.
 
   “So I heard you had a good day traveling yesterday, that it came quickly to you,” he said.
 
   I glanced at Landen, and he grinned back at me. I wasn’t sure I liked being the topic of conversation.
 
   “I promise I didn’t tell them everything. They don’t even know where we went,” Landen thought. He was learning to read me as easily as I read him.
 
   “So where did you two go anyway?” my father asked.
 
   Landen raised his brow and tilted his head as he took a big bite of his omelet. I was reading him now, and he was saying loud and clear, ‘I told you so.’
 
   “Well, a lot of places. We started at Victoria Falls,” I answered.
 
   We had my mother’s attention now. She’d put her sketch down and was looking at me, a surge of energy coming from her. “Zimbabwe?” she asked.
 
   There was no holding back the laughter from my father, Landen, and me. My mother sat back in her chair and tried to imagine how. I knew how hard it must be for her. The shock that I felt was still clear in my memory. After I told my mother of the rest of our travels, she was excited for me. I wished I could show her. Maybe one day either my father or I could take her.
 
   Landen and I took the rental car and drove to the closest town. It was a tourist town, and we hoped it would be easy to find someone who was unhappy when they were vacationing.
 
   “Landen, do you think I could really help people close to me, like Livingston does?” I thought as we strolled across the sidewalk that lined the town.
 
   “I think there’s a reason for your gift. I don’t want you to rush it. It’ll happen when it’s supposed to.” 
 
   I wasn’t sure if he didn’t want me to rush it because he was afraid of how I’d use it, or if he thought it would go away the same way they said Libby’s would if we provoked it.
 
   “Do you really think I can, though?”
 
   “I know you’re special,” he said, giving me my favorite playful grin. “Did you like your tree last night?”
 
   It had been dancing through my thoughts all morning. I wanted to ask him if everything was really that perfect in our home. 
 
   I grinned slyly as I thought of his every touch the night before.
 
   “Is it really there?” I thought. His eyes told me it was. “Where did you get it from?”
 
   “Your grandmother, Rose, gave it to me almost two years ago. She told me when she saw it, all she could think about was me. I thought it was strange then. Looking back, I think she was trying to give me an advantage.”
 
   I could not wait to meet Rose. I already felt connected to her. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw someone. It was Monica’s mother, Sharon, and she was hysterical. I felt a panic rush through me. Something was wrong. Why would she be in Montana? Then I felt a pull come across me, and a sinking feeling fell through my stomach as my eyes raced over her. I knew without a doubt Sharon was an image.
 
   “What’s wrong, Willow? Willow?” Landen said, trying to follow my gaze.
 
   “Sharon is an image,” I thought with a shaking voice.
 
   “Who is Sharon?” he asked, growing more concerned about me.
 
   “Sharon lives in Franklin. I’m friends with her daughter, Monica. Remember I told you about her yesterday? She’s the outspoken friend of mine.”
 
   “Are you sure she’s an image? What does she look like?” He’d followed my stare and was searching for her.
 
   “She has on a black dress. Long blonde hair. She’s crying, screaming.” I knew he couldn’t see her. There was no way not to feel sympathy for her.
 
   “I have to help her, Landen.”
 
   Landen’s gift of intent was working. He knew that’s what I was planning to do, and he was ready to argue his point of view. “It could be a trap. She’s in Franklin. If Drake is anywhere near her, he’ll see you.”
 
   “Landen, I have to help her! Something has to be really wrong—what if he’s hurting them?” I felt a sick feeling rise and settle in my throat.
 
   It would be my fault, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.
 
   “What if you just call and see?” He knew he was fighting a battle that I wasn’t going to let him win.
 
   “Landen, I have to help her,” I thought in a pleading tone. “You’ll be there, and you can pull me back into the string if he’s there. I’ll even let you take me all the way home if he tries anything.” I felt confident in my words. I knew the others would get Libby and my mother to me, or that Landen could even go back for them if need be.
 
   Landen clenched his jaw. I could feel the turmoil stirring inside him. I felt his pain. He knew I was going to go, and I knew he was trying to think of ways to stop me. He knew if he tried by force, I’d just find another way.
 
   “Okay, let’s just compromise. You can’t stay, no matter what you see. If it’s bad, we’ll get the others and we’ll all help,” he thought.
 
   I could handle that compromise. I didn’t want to put myself in danger. I just wanted to help her. I had to help her. No choice in the matter.
 
   We walked to where Sharon was. She wasn’t screaming anymore, and she looked like she was calming down. Landen held my hand as we passed through the crowd.
 
   “Willow, don’t say anything to her. You have to keep your concentration. You can’t do anything differently than you normally do. I don’t know what could happen if you do.”
 
   I was having doubts. What if I put Landen in danger? I argued with myself. I had to help, though.
 
   When we reached Sharon, Landen stood behind me and wrapped his arms tightly around my waist. His anxiety was growing stronger by the second. Putting him through this was torture. Taking in a deep breath, we reached for Sharon, and the string pulled us through with a rush of energy.
 
   We were in the police station. Sharon was not alone. Other parents were there, in fact, all the parents of my friends were in the room with her. Using all my strength, bringing her a feeling of safety was all I could do. Her tears stopped, but she didn’t smile. I knew I was only giving her temporary peace. Deciding that was the most that we could do, we let go.
 
   Stopping in the string, I could still feel Landen’s arms around me. His anxiety was replaced by sorrow. When I turned to face him, his face held the same emotion. He pulled me closer to him. He saw more than I did. He knew what was wrong, why they were so upset.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   I knew my thoughts were as pleading as my face. Landen hesitated, just like he always did when he didn’t want to tell me something.
 
   “Landen.”
 
   He breathed in. “There are six missing.” I heard his words, but I couldn’t process them at first.
 
   “He took her,” I thought, remembering how Monica had wanted to go with Drake to the beach to go out on his boat.
 
   “I don’t know how. He’d have had to take them one by one. Esterious is two dimensions from here.”
 
   He was rocking me back and forth, trying to clam me down. The humming and gentle current of the string was helping him. All at once, Landen stopped. His whole body went stiff. I could feel rage coursing through him. Then I heard who was making him angry.
 
   “Well, well…what do we have here?” It was Drake’s deep, charismatic voice.
 
   Landen moved, shielding me with his body.
 
   “Have you hand delivered my queen to me?” Drake said, laughing.
 
   My adrenaline rushed to my defense. I was infuriated with Drake. He had now crossed the line. Landen’s rage rose to meet mine.
 
   “You know, I’d expected to have to deal with her father, or maybe her little boyfriend, Dane. But you, my friend,” Drake paused while looking Landen up and down, “are a worthy opponent.” He began to circle us. “Mmm…yes…a degree of chivalry always makes for a good story.” Drake tilted his head, smiling arrogantly and winking at me. “It will be a good one to tell our son, when I tell him how I won you and every dimension.” As he stopped in front of us, his eyes moved from me to Landen. They were locked in a dead stare, and both of them had their jaws clenched. The rage I felt between them was so powerful that it took my breath away.
 
   “She’s not leaving with you,” Landen growled through his teeth.
 
   “You would think that a man of Chara would want the color to return to Esterious,” Drake said, folding his arms across his chest.
 
   “You don’t need Willow to release those people. It’s you and your beloved Donalt that holds them captive,” Landen said in a harsh tone full of disgust for Drake.
 
   “Willow’s destiny is threaded through mine,” Drake said, glancing at the tattoo of the dragon on his arm, then to my Ankh.
 
   I lunged at him, pushing him into the wall of the string. I could hear the singe of his clothes as he quickly stepped forward. The rage in the string intensified. Every muscle in my body hardened, trying to block out the sheer force of the emotions coursing through the string.
 
   Drake didn’t scream in pain. Instead, a proud grin filled his face, and he chuckled under his breath.
 
   “Where are they?” I screamed at him as Landen pulled me behind him and blocked Drake, who was stepping toward us.
 
   Drake looked at Landen with an arrogant sneer. “She’s always belonged to me…I’ve been with her more nights than you could ever imagine,” Drake said, clearly enticed by my outburst. “Willow, are you going to make this easy or hard on yourself?” he said, glaring at Landen.
 
   Before I could answer or manage to pull a thought forward, a rush of energy with an unbearable force plowed through my back, knocking me into Landen. The flow intensified, and Landen pushed into Drake, then turned and pulled me close to him. We were both watching the sides of the string. The hazes were rushing by so fast, there was no way to be sure where the passages were. The hum suddenly rose to a roar. I felt every part of my body vibrate violently.
 
   “Let me go first. It won’t burn me,” I thought, feeling my confidence build. I pulled Landen’s arm and stepped through the moving wall into an open field.
 
   “Do you know where we are?” I asked, shaking.
 
   I looked back at him. The string had burned his arm—there was a large hole in sleeve of his shirt, blood oozing out. “You’re hurt again!” I gasped.
 
   Landen looked down at his arm, then around to find our place. My body was so weak from the storm it started to tremble.
 
   “It’s all right. It’ll be all right. I promise,” Landen said as he picked me up and held me as tight as he could. Over his shoulder, I saw Libby. I blinked a few times, thinking the stress had caused me to hallucinate. She seemed frantic. I felt a pull reach for me.
 
   “Libby!” I gasped. “It’s Libby—she’s scared!” I screamed.
 
   We ran the twenty yard distance between her and us.
 
   “Landen, hold on to me!” I yelled, reaching for his hand as I reached for Libby.
 
   When my hand touched her, I screamed her name. When she looked at me, all the fear vanished from her face. I’d brought us back to the cabin. Everyone was there with her.
 
   Landen shouted toward Ashten. “Drake is in the string! Willow’s friends are in danger!”
 
   Without hesitation, Ashten, Marc, Livingston, and my father stepped through the passage I’d made. Landen was still holding my hand.
 
   “Stay here. I love you. Stay here.” He let go, and my passage was gone.
 
   “LANDEN!” I screamed.
 
   He had vanished.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   My mother was kneeling in front of me. She was speaking, but I couldn’t hear her. A pain was creeping through every part of my body. Everything hurt. I felt like I was being torn apart. I desperately tried to see my passage so I could follow Landen, but it was gone. I was still holding tight to Libby, and she was holding just as tight to me.
 
   “Willow, what happened?” My mother’s words finally reached me. When I didn’t respond, she ran to the phone. When the other person answered, she said, “They’re in the string—all of them. Willow made a passage in the center of the cabin, but she won’t tell me what happened…is that safe...are you sure?”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “Okay, okay, okay.” She then hung up the phone and was back at my side again.
 
   “Willow, I need you to calm down. You’re scaring me. They know what they’re doing. He can’t hurt them. I promise.”
 
   I knew I was scaring her, but I couldn’t calm down. As the seconds passed by, the pain intensified. I was worried about the people Drake had taken. All my friends flashed before my eyes.
 
   Excruciating pain was taking over every one of my muscles. It was so hot, it turned cold sending trembles through me. I literally felt like half my soul was ripped from my body.
 
   The cabin door opened, and there stood a beautiful woman, the same age as my mother. She had a small frame, long dark hair, and eyes that were a beautiful pale green. Sympathy filled her face, and she ran to where my mother was holding me in the center on the cabin floor, still kneeling where Landen left me—telling me to stay there.
 
   “Did you see them on your way here?” my mother asked. The woman shook her head no.
 
   “Is it safe for Clarissa to be in there?” my mother asked.
 
   I had not registered who this woman was. She had to be Landen’s mom.
 
   “She’s fine. Her soul mate can see in the string. It’s like he was born to travel through them. She went back for him. Brady will be here any minute.”
 
   Looking into her eyes, I was overcome with grief. Landen would always have to fight to protect me.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I whispered, not only to her, but also to the image of Landen that was resting in my mind.
 
   I laid my head on my knees and rocked myself, trying to focus. Aubrey brushed my hair out of my eyes. “You are so beautiful,” she said, smiling as if nothing was wrong.
 
   My mother took her phone outside, leaving Aubrey to watch me. Libby was still sitting next to me. I tried to focus on her. Wondering what had her so upset, why I could see her before.
 
   My emotion was still overpowering everyone else’s, but my eyes found a solution to my agony: someone was on the porch. A rush of excitement came through me.
 
   “Landen!” I said breathlessly.
 
   Aubrey followed my eyes and pulled me close to her. “No, sweetie, that’s Brady.”
 
   He opened the door, and when the sunlight hit his face, I could see that she was right. Brady’s resemblance was remarkable. He had the same build and wavy dark brown hair, but his eyes couldn’t begin to compare to Landen’s. He smiled at me, and I saw his dimples come to life. He shook his head in disbelief as he walked closer.
 
   “Now there are those eyes my baby brother told me about,” he said, looking down at me.
 
   “Did you see them?” Aubrey asked.
 
   “I didn’t expect to. The storm is blowing the other way,” Brady answered, still staring at me.
 
   “Do you think you could try and tell me what happened so I can help Landen and the others if they need me?” he asked.
 
   I nodded quickly. “I made a passage from a town down the street to Franklin. Drake has taken people from there. When we were in the string, Drake showed up, then the string roared and the current erupted. Landen and I pushed through. He’s hurt. His arm is burned really bad.” I said it so fast that my words collided together.
 
   “It’s going to be fine,” Brady said, smiling confidently.
 
   He had a way of making me feel a little better. It could have been his resemblance to his brother. My words and reason were slowly coming back to me.
 
   “What is taking so long? You two traveled in just moments?”
 
   “They’d have had to find them first, and that storm could have taken Drake and your friends anywhere.”
 
   Brady moved me to the couch. My mind was replaying what had happened in the string, as well as how confident Drake was. What did he mean, ‘our destiny was threaded together’?
 
   The cabin door opened. I didn’t bothering turning; it wasn’t Landen. Brady was talking to someone. I heard a beautiful girl’s voice. It had to be Clarissa and her soul mate.
 
   “Willow,” I heard my name from a familiar voice, one that didn’t belong there.
 
   My mind had to be playing tricks on me, and my eyes joined in. Before me stood an old friend, the one I’d always shared a kinship with: Dane. Behind him stood a beautiful young woman with olive skin, short dark brown hair, and beautiful pale green eyes like Aubrey. She was smiling at me, dressed in a black dress. A red belt gave shape to her petite figure, and long gold necklaces tangled around her. Why was she there with Dane? He was in Franklin, not New York.
 
   “Willow, are you okay?” Dane asked me in an alarming tone.
 
   I just stared back and forth between Dane and Clarissa. “How…how did you…you went to New York?” was all I managed.
 
   Dane glanced up at Clarissa. That one glance told me everything I needed to know, the emotion between them was remarkable. Soul mates. I was too freaked out with all that was going on to realize how ironic that was.
 
   “I told you I knew if I stayed close to you, I’d find what I was looking for. After you left, all I could think about was New York. So I flew there the next morning and found your hotel. I knocked on your door, Clarissa answered, and everything suddenly made sense for the first time in my life.”
 
   “Everything happens for a reason,” I whispered as my mind raced back and forth, realizing that some things are planned out to perfection by the heavens above.
 
   “Do you know where he took Willow’s friends?” Brady asked.
 
   “I know they were all talking about going to Florida to sail on his boat,” Dane replied, looking at me. “Monica was trying to convince everyone to go.”
 
   “Who is ‘everyone’?” I asked, realizing I didn’t know who was missing.
 
   “Chase, Josh, Jessica, Hannah…and Olivia,” Dane said, feeling guilty. “I’m sorry, Willow, I didn’t think she would go,” he said, looking at me with regret.
 
   I had asked him to watch over Olivia. I was her closest friend, and with me gone, I could see her latching on to Hannah and the others.
 
   “I’m the one that left…I’m the one he really wants,” I said through my teeth, trying to block out the pain I was feeling. 
 
   Aubrey and Clarissa flocked around me.
 
   “This is not your fault,” Aubrey said, squeezing her arm around me. I nodded just to give them peace, but nothing would change the way I felt.
 
   My mother came back in and sat down next to me.
 
   “Did you find anything out?” asked Aubrey.
 
   “Sharon said she panicked when Monica didn’t call. No one will help her. They keep telling her it’s summer love and that she’ll come home in a few days.”
 
   “I bet they’re still here, at least some of them,” Brady said. “There’s no way he could have carried that many people through the string within a seventy-two hour window, not with as bad as the storms have been across the last few hours.”
 
   Clarissa nodded in agreement. I stood quickly, thinking that if I moved, the pain would go away. I could deal with this, think clearly, if I didn’t have to deal with ripping pain.
 
   “Do you know where he would have taken them?” I asked, almost pleading.
 
   Brady and Dane shadowed me, thinking I was going to fall. I started to pace the floor.
 
   “If they’re right about him, he’d need to use a large passage, and the only one down there would be the Great Barrier Reef,” Clarissa said, walking backwards in front of me. I must have looked really weak.
 
   A chill rippled through me. I knew we were all over the string yesterday, and we could have crossed him at any moment. How did we not see him?
 
   “Are you going to look?” my mother asked Brady.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere until Landen is back. He’d kill me if I left her unprotected.”
 
   “Could he still come here?” Dane asked, looking across me at Brady.
 
   “He could if he lost them. It’s a long shot, but I’m not going to risk it. I’d want Landen to do the same if the situation were reversed,” Brady said.
 
   I remembered that Brady had someone at home, not to mention a baby on the way.
 
   Their voices faded into the background, and I went somewhere inside myself, looking for answers, wondering what I ever could have done to deserve this pain. I began to regain my balance, and Brady and Clarissa stepped back, trusting me more. Dane, though, stayed close. I turned my eyes slowly to the last place I’d seen Landen. The air was clear, and there was no evidence that it had ever happened. The absence of the string began to fill me with hopelessness, but then I remembered the first lesson Landen had taught me—I had to ‘remember what is natural to me.’
 
   I let what I thought the passage should be like run through my mind. I imagined the way it would feel as I passed through; the hum I would hear inside the string. Essentially, I let myself feel as if I’d already seen it.
 
   The room faded, and all I heard was utter silence. Before me, the air was divided by a thin glow of light. Suddenly, a pull of energy came over me. I’d found my passage. I knew Landen was in the string, and I wanted to find him, to find my friends. I couldn’t stand there any longer and play the part of the damsel in distress. Feeling someone grasp my elbow, I stepped forward with confidence.
 
   The white light passed through me with a soothing vibration of energy. I sighed, feeling a tinge of relief from the agonizing pain that I’d felt everywhere; I felt closer to Landen. The grip on my elbow tightened, and I looked back to see Dane in the string with me.
 
   “Willow, take us back,” he said calmly.
 
   I shook my head in defiance. “I have to find him. I have to find all of them,” I said, choking on my words.
 
   “Don’t cry,” he said with sympathy.
 
   “Cry? Are you kidding me?”
 
   “Willow, I think most people would have lost their minds by now. I know this is a lot, but you’re going to have to calm down,” Dane said, putting his hands on my shoulders.
 
   “It hurts, Dane. I have to find Landen to make it stop.”
 
   “It’s not safe,” he said, looking side to side, struggling to remain calm.
 
   “Not safe?” I mocked. “You don’t have any idea. I have a devil chasing me. He’s taken our friends and now he’s taken Landen. I’m not going to sit there in pain and just wait,” I said, poking my finger vigorously at his chest.
 
   He pushed my hand down and looked at me like I was fool. “You’re playing Drake’s game. Who wins if you get lost in here?” he said in a more assertive tone.
 
   He was making sense. I hadn’t assumed that I’d get lost. It was like I thought I could feel my way to Landen.
 
   “Landen thinks you’re safe here, so imagine how he’d feel if he came back and you were gone,” he continued, seeing that he was getting through to me.
 
   I stared forward blankly, not knowing what to do. “I have to help him,” I said, almost to myself, not wanting to look at Dane.
 
   “If Landen is half as good as they’ve told me he is, then I know he’ll be fine. Clarissa told me he spoke of you every day, and you’ve found each other now. Don’t make the mistake of losing yourself in here. Neither of you deserve to be apart any longer,” Dane said with a degree of certainty.
 
   “I can’t do this, Dane. I don’t even know what I’m supposed to do. All of this is insane!” I blurted out, showing the frustration I was feeling.
 
   “You are strong enough,” he said.
 
   I closed my eyes and nodded, then rubbed my hands across my face, trying to regain my composure.
 
   “Take us back,” he whispered.
 
   I nodded, and he stepped aside. My green haze was behind him. I reached my hand back and held his. One step later, we were in the center of the cabin, and the pain I felt grew more intense.
 
   “Told you so,” Libby said.
 
   She was sitting calmly on the couch, and my mother and Aubrey were standing in front of her. They followed Libby’s eyes and found me and Dane standing in the cabin. Aubrey then ran through the door on to the porch.
 
   “Clarissa, Brady, they’re back!” she called toward the river.
 
   I looked out the window and in the distance I could see Clarissa and Brady at the opening of the string through which I’d first traveled. They heard Aubrey, and their emotion of relief was so strong, I felt it from where I stood.
 
   I felt horrible. I never considered how my actions would affect them. I held my head low and walked tensely to the couch to sit with Libby. Dane stayed inches behind me, sitting on the coffee table and guarding me from the string.
 
   Surprisingly, no one was angry with me. Instead, I felt their sympathy. Aubrey sat next to me while my mother fidgeted in place, wordless. Seconds later, Clarissa and Brady rushed through the door, breathless.
 
   I felt an admiration coming from them, but for what, I couldn’t comprehend. I pulled my legs as close as I could to my body, pushing the thought of the pain away. Clarissa rushed to Dane and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. He reached up and kissed her, not losing his guard position. Brady walked closer, looking at me and then Dane shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   “Did you know she could do that?” Brady asked Dane. 
 
   Dane nodded.
 
   “How?” Brady asked.
 
   Dane shrugged his shoulders. “All I know is, she gets a look in her eyes, then she’s gone before she ever really leaves. I started holding on when I was eight.”
 
   I tilted my head on my knees and looked at Dane. He was staring back at me. Even though we never spoke about my images, I always felt better knowing someone knew.
 
   “Has Landen seen you do that?” Brady asked me.
 
   I nodded. “He taught me to control it,” I said, slowly looking in the distance at the memory.
 
   Brady glanced at Clarissa, and they both smiled at each other then looked back at me. I could feel pride and a tinge of envy coming from them. But I don’t know why anyone would envy what I was going through.
 
   “Dane, you can see in the string?” my mother asked, befuddled, remembering that Aubrey had told her he could.
 
   Brady was staring at me, but he turned sharply to Dane as my mother spoke. Aubrey and Clarissa smiled proudly. It was clear that Brady didn’t know that.
 
   “I can see in the string. I just can’t see the passages in or out,” Dane answered, feeling offended by Brady’s reaction.
 
   “That’s not normal. How is that possible?” asked Brady, shaking his head in disbelief.
 
   “I didn’t realize what it was,” Dane said.
 
   “At least you can see. We might even be able to teach you to see the passages,” Brady said to him as his stare raked over Dane.
 
   Dane seemed to relax as Brady showed acceptance of his talent. Everyone then fell silently into the background, and I drifted inside myself somewhere, analyzing memories, ones that could help me remember why I chose to be so naïve. I had to have known there would be a day when I would have to face those nightmares.
 
   When I would see Brady out of the corner of my eye, his image caused my heart to pound through my chest, and I had to fight harder to forget the pain. Why was I in pain? Seriously?
 
   The day aged. The sun had set long ago. Libby never left me, even when my mother begged her to eat. She was sleeping on my lap now. Even though she was warm, I still trembled. Brady took the others outside one by one. I knew they were talking about me. I’m sure my sanity was coming into question. I felt out of control; my head wouldn’t stop running through everything. Why didn’t I tell Landen about the other nightmares? Did he even know that’s what Drake meant?
 
   Aubrey and my mother were now sitting beside me, and Clarissa positioned herself in front of me, taking Dane’s place as a guard.
 
   “What was Libby upset about earlier when I saw her?” I asked my mother.
 
   She looked down at Libby and ran her hand across her forehead. “We’d just gotten back, and I was about to fix lunch for everyone. She was dancing around and playing with Ashten and Marc, then the laughter left her and fear filled her eyes. It was like she was watching a horrible accident. We tried to talk to her to bring her out of whatever trance she was in, then after three or four minutes she started screaming your name. She told your dad he had to go get you, that you were lost in a field. As soon as the words left her lips, you appeared out of nowhere.”
 
   I felt a chill run through me. I couldn’t explain it, but I knew that somehow she’d seen what had happened in the string.
 
   “When you left with Dane, she was calm, she told us you would be right back,” Aubrey added.
 
   “Willow,” Clarissa said. “You saw one of the parents earlier, right?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “I bet your friends don’t even know they’re in danger.”
 
   I looked at her, not understanding what she was saying and slightly offended by her lack of concern. She read my expression and went on to explain. “It just seems that if they were scared, you would have seen them,” she added.
 
   I took comfort in her explanation. It made sense, but I didn’t feel any better knowing that they were clueless and in danger, like sheep being led to the slaughter.
 
   My mother’s cell phone rang. The sound brought us all to attention. Brady and Dane came back in the door while my mother reached for her phone, which was resting on the side table.
 
   “Hello? Gina? Hey, is there good news?” my mother said cheerfully.
 
   I felt everyone’s hope rise, but as my mother listened, I could feel her heart breaking.
 
   “I—I need to talk to Jason…I’ll call you back…I’m fine…I promise,” she said, fighting back tears. She then hung up the phone and stared at it.
 
   “Are they okay, Mom?” I asked, not really wanting to hear the answer.
 
   My mother gave me no response.
 
   “MOM!” I yelled.
 
   She came to attention. “I don’t know…she didn’t say.”
 
   “What do you mean? She said something.”
 
   “There was…well, there’s some kind of a fire at our house…they’re working on it.”
 
   Of all the days, this is the one day that our historical home decided to burn. I could feel my mother’s grief. That house was all she had left of my grandparents. I sat as still as a statue. I didn’t even notice Brady and Aubrey take my mother outside.
 
   I could feel my mother’s mood change as Brady and Aubrey talked to her. I felt a sense of understanding come over her. I then watched as she came in, picked up her cell phone, and turned it off. She then went upstairs. I could hear her walking from room to room. Aubrey and Clarissa went upstairs, too, and I wondered what they were doing. Brady had a very calm feeling come over him, almost too calm. I knew he knew more than he was telling me.
 
   I realized that Landen wouldn’t have been gone this long unless something had happened. Perodine’s words circled in my mind. I wondered what price my choice would cost, and who would pay it. I wanted answers.
 
   “Why did Drake take my friends?” I asked Brady.
 
   “Willow, he’s just a really bad guy,” Brady said, locking his jaw.
 
   “Do you know who Perodine is?” I asked.
 
   My question astounded Brady. I could feel his fear spike, then he suppressed it.
 
   “Do you?” he asked bleakly.
 
   I knew then that she was real, just as real as Drake and Landen. Aubrey was standing on the balcony that overlooked the living room. Brady looked up at her, then walked away from me, staring out at the string. Aubrey came back down the stairs. My mother and Clarissa were close behind. They looked refreshed, ready for something to happen. I felt like they were leaving me out of some big secret. I’d never felt more alone in my whole life. I looked at the clock on the wall; it had been almost twelve hours since Landen had let go of my hand.
 
   “Should it take this long? Where are they?” I asked.
 
   When no one answered me, I stood and started to pace. I was just going to have to look for him myself. I was sure that Brady would follow me, and I’d make him take me to Landen. They wouldn’t talk me out of it this time.
 
   “Willow, I think you should sit back down; you don’t look so good,” my mother said.
 
   I felt weak, but I told myself that when I found Landen, I’d be fine.
 
   My mother went on. “I think you need some food. You really look pale,” she said, even louder.
 
   It took everything I had not to scream at her. How could she be so calm? Dad was in there, and so was Ashten, yet they just sat there, petting me.
 
   “How are you two so calm? Even you, Brady? You’re all separated from them…does it not hurt? You don’t feel it? ”
 
   As if I’d said the magic word, their emotions changed from anxiety to excitement. What could they possibly be happy about?
 
   Aubrey walked over to me and placed her hands on my shoulders. “I told them that you two were more than the rest of us.”
 
   I looked at her with my red eyes. “It doesn’t hurt you? You don’t feel it?”
 
   “It’s not comfortable, but it doesn’t hurt physically,” Aubrey said, looking me directly in the eye. “This is a good pain. It means that it’s real, you and he are real, and no one else is like you in any dimension. You should not be apart. You need each other to survive. Your energy has begun to thread with his, in some way, you’re becoming one.”
 
   “We have to go in the string and find them. Something could have happened,” I argued, remembering that Landen had already been burned twice.
 
   Aubrey shook her head no, and the only thing I could feel from her was pride. “I know my son. Whatever pain he’s in, he’s using it to keep you safe and get back to you.”
 
   I felt myself sway as I stood. Brady was now standing at my side, waiting to catch me if I fell or tried to leave—whichever came first. I let my eyes close for just a moment, and I could feel hands on me. Then out of nowhere, a rush of energy came through the room. I opened my eyes quickly and saw that they all looked the same. No one had moved, so where was it coming from? I peeked around them all to see Libby; she was still asleep on the couch, but I was sure it was coming from her. Everyone else followed my stare.
 
   All of a sudden, Libby shot up from the couch and ran up the stairs and you could hear her running around up there. My mother walked over to the stairs and yelled Libby’s name. When she didn’t answer, my mom started to go up the stairs at the same time Libby was coming down them. She had taken off her bathing suit and put on her favorite little pink sundress and sandals, and she was holding the rabbit that she’d slept with her whole life. A smile was brightly lit across her face. The energy she was putting off was refreshing. When she got to the bottom of the stairs, she screamed, “Come on, Willow, it’s time to go to Landen’s castle!”
 
   “Libby, do you see them?” I said, feeling life seeping into me.
 
   “Come on, Willow,” she said, holding me by the hand and pulling me to the door.
 
   I wasn’t going to ask any more questions. I followed her out the door and down the steps. I could feel the confusion coming from everyone behind me. I didn’t care, though; Libby had to have seen something.
 
   Outside, it was dark. The crescent moon was fighting with the clouds to shine through. My eyes were weak, my whole body was. I wanted to run faster, but I didn’t have the strength. All of a sudden, I felt him.
 
   “Landen? Landen, are you here?” I thought. 
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   I closed my eyes and fell to my knees but before I could fall any further, I felt his hands on my face. When I opened my eyes and saw him, I took all the energy I had left, I wrapped my arms around him, and kissed him desperately. The pain was going away. I didn’t understand it. I knew I had not imagined that pain. That I was not some love sick weak girl. It didn’t matter right now, though. It was over. The pain was over.
 
   Landen kissed me back with the same hunger. “I know... I know it hurts, but it’s over now. I love you,” he thought.
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   I felt my body go limp. I’d lost my energy, and I was drifting away.
 
   Landen yelled behind him, “Jason, something is wrong with Willow!”
 
   I could feel my father and everyone else around me.
 
   “Willow, speak to me.” I wanted to, but I couldn’t.
 
   “She’s fine. Her adrenaline levels have been too high for too long. She just needs to sleep,” my father said.
 
   “Can you carry her?” I heard Ashten say.
 
   “Brady, get Libby,” Landen said.
 
   “Willow, baby, hold on. I’ll carry you home.”
 
   I felt the current and hum of the string and lost all consciousness. I fell into a deep sleep, dreamless at first. When I opened my eyes I could see a beautiful canopy above me. I had made it to my home again.
 
   When I reached next to me, Landen wasn’t there, but I could feel him just outside the doorway that led to the porch. I felt his turmoil, and I imagined he was still lost in the worst day we’d lived through so far. Rising from the bed, I noticed that I was wearing a white night gown that barely reached my thighs. The straps were a beautiful lace. It looked like nothing that I’d ever owned, and I loved the way it felt against my skin.
 
   Wanting to hold Landen, I walked slowly, feeling the pain in my sore muscles, to where he was standing. He was looking out at the crescent moon. His arms were spread wide across the banister. The gleam from the night sky highlighted every lean muscle in his back. The site of him took my breath away.
 
   I could see that my father had treated his wound; a wide white bandage was wrapped around his arm, and another was on his shoulder. I walked to him and wrapped my arms around his lean, firm waist.
 
   He let out a deep breath. Relief filled him. He felt so real, more real than he had in any dream I’d ever had before. He kissed my hands softly before slowly turning around. When I saw his eyes, I could see how troubled and tired they were. I reached up and ran my fingers over them, and he drew my face up to his and kissed me tenderly. I could sense him forcing himself to be gentle. I pulled him closer knowing I didn’t have the same amount of self-control that he had.
 
   I could feel all the warmth of his skin as if I were awake. Each temperate movement of his hands across my gown left me breathless. I wanted to doubt it was a dream when I heard the subtle sounds, the breaths, but I didn’t have the chance to. I was intensely aware of him, every part of him.
 
   His kiss gained power as his tongue danced with mine. His long arms reached down, far below where my gown fell, he grasped my thighs then moved his hands forward at a slow calculated pace. My heart was beating deep and slow. The sensation of his touch was so powerful that my knees felt weak. I grasped his chest for balance, and began to bring him the same sweet agony he was bestowing upon me, as I moved my hands across his powerful chest then traced the rim of his pants. I could have sworn I heard him moan. 
 
   A heartbeat later he gracefully picked me up and carried me through the doors to our bed. I could feel the white sheets and smell the flowers at our bedside.
 
   He laid me down across the duvet. His eyes slowly traveled over every inch of me; his passion and love were saturating his emotions, spilling into the room and swimming with mine. 
 
   His hands reached for my knees, and his thumbs moved in slow sensual circles. I closed my eyes devouring that simple sensation. I felt his lips there next. I let out at gasp and dared to arch my back. His lips slid across my body as his hands paved a path, easing my gown away. 
 
   I reached for his face wanting to feel his lips against mine. A subtle movement of his hands would cause me to gasp. He would break away from my kiss and let his lips trail down to my neck to that sweet spot that made every part of me hum. It was like he knew, he knew exactly how to touch me, where to touch me. We were not new lovers in this moment. We were old lovers welcoming the other home after a long absence. 
 
   I was using my insight to seduce him; his emotions let me know exactly how to hold him. This dance of taking each other to new levels went on for hours. We were both in an euphoric state, high on the presence of each other. I pulled him into the cradle of my body, he hovered just above me, staring somewhere deep in my soul. He held that stare as we became one, for the first time. 
 
   An insane tingling sensation encased my soul as my body felt a mixture of pain and bliss. It was a good pain, not the agony I went through when he left me. The fleeting thought of that caused me to pull him closer, for me to find the courage to be more assertive than I knew I had the nerve to be in this sensual moment.
 
   Every movement of his body against mine sent a surge of energy through my veins. A euphoric high came over me. I wanted to be close to him, to stay there with him in that dream, feeling only his emotion and his strength. I found myself losing my breath. I couldn’t believe how real it all seemed to be.
 
   Landen then whispered, “I love you,” just beneath my ear.
 
   I knew then that it wasn’t a dream. It was real. We were home. We were together, both embracing this sacred, breathless first. The unimaginable high only intensified from that moment on.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   The sunlight filling the room brought me out of a peaceful sleep. I glanced to my side and saw Landen sleeping soundly. I watched his chest rise and fall, assuring myself that he was real. Smiling, I let my memory flow over the night that we’d shared, but then the day that we’d lived before came crashing through my thoughts.
 
   I had so many questions? Is everyone safe now? Is Drake only a bad memory? I couldn’t bring myself to wake him; he looked too serene. I decided to get up and explore my new surroundings. There was a long dresser on the opposite wall of our bed.  I saw the bag that I’d packed in Franklin sitting on top of it.
 
   My photo album was open to the picture of graduation night. Monica was the valedictorian, and Olivia and I were kissing her cheeks as she smiled widely. An uneasy breath escaped me, I wanted them all to be safe and wished only for a moment that they’d never known me. I reasoned that, if that were true, they’d be safe. I continued to turn the pages, missing all of them more and more—even Chase.
 
   With my purple top, white shorts, and all my toiletries, I found my way to the bathroom next to our bed. A beautiful bathtub sat in the middle of the room, there were large mirrors hanging on the walls, and a vanity lined the back wall. I smiled, imagining Landen and his family putting in all the details of this home together. I then bathed and dressed for what was sure to be a beautiful day.
 
   When I finished, I tiptoed past Landen’s sleeping body and went down the stairs. The house was even more perfect in reality. It reminded me of the home in which I’d been raised: the floors were a cherry wood, the light cream walls were all divided with a cherry wood rail, and paintings and candle holders framed the path down the wide staircase. Until that thought, I’d forgotten that, on top of everything else, my home had caught fire yesterday. I hoped that they’d managed to save it. Even though I wouldn’t live there anymore, someone deserved to have the same peace that my family had there. I was sure my mother’s heart was shattered at this point. She loved that house.
 
   The first room I wanted to see was the living room so I could see the willow tree that I had danced to with Landen. Rainbows danced across the walls as the sun touched the crystals. While I was standing star struck, I heard something. It sounded like a car door closing. Odd…cars.
 
   I walked to the front window and saw a little white car, just like the little ones we had at home. The only difference was that the top of the car had a gray panel. Someone was pulling things out of the back seat. She was young, her hair was long and blonde—almost white—and her skin was the color of honey. I walked to the front door and opened it slowly. She turned as I stepped on the front porch, a smile filling her beautiful face. There was no doubt she was pregnant. I assumed she was Felicity, Brady’s soul mate.
 
   “Did I wake you?” the young girl said.
 
   “No, I was just exploring,” I answered shyly.
 
   She had reached the porch. She was holding a large basket, and I could smell the baked goods coming from it. My stomach adamantly reminded me that my last meal had been breakfast yesterday.
 
   “My name is Felicity,” she said as she smiled at me. 
 
   “I’m Willow,” I said under my breath.
 
   She grinned, and I instantly felt foolish. She knew who I was. “Here, let me take that,” I stated as I freed her hands.
 
   “Is Landen still asleep?” she asked.
 
   I nodded and watched her walk into the house. A bit confused, I followed her through the entry hall to the kitchen.
 
   “This is my favorite room. It was the only one I got to help with,” she said over her shoulder.
 
   The kitchen was one of the rooms I hadn’t been in yet, but I found it perfect, just like the others. The counters were made of a beautiful gray stone, the cabinets were a dark wood that matched the table and chairs, and there were beautiful bouquets of flowers set in the center of the table and counter. The room was extremely large. It had a long window across one wall and a wide doorway on the back wall that led to the porch. She walked over to the cupboard and pulled out two glasses and plates. I sat down at the large kitchen table and just watched her. She had a beautiful glow about her.
 
   “I don’t remember anything. Is my family okay? Do you know where they are?” I asked.
 
   “Their house is just over that hill,” she said, looking out the back door. “Libby is the best little girl. I played with her for hours after you all came home. I love her energy. I’m sure they’re still asleep. It was well into the night before they went home. Brady was sleeping like a baby when I left.”
 
   “Do you live close, too?”
 
   “We all live within a mile of each other. It’s still very private, though. The hills seem to give each home a sense of solitude.”
 
   I wanted to ask her so many questions. I knew she’d understand me, how fascinating all this was, living here, knowing how to survive in another world.
 
   “Is it as amazing as I think it is here? I mean, how does it all work—people living in peace?”
 
   Felicity smiled at me. She seemed to be fascinated with me as well. I felt so naïve, like a child learning to balance her surroundings.
 
   “The most amazing thing that you’ll find here is that each person does what they’re meant to do. Everyone has a gift.”
 
   “What do you mean? Everyone has insight? Landen made it seem rarer,” I questioned.
 
   “Your insight is rare. What I mean is that we all have a purpose, something that was put in our soul that’s meant to bring not only us joy, but also those who surround us. You can see it in everyone if you really look, it’s almost as beautiful as love.” 
 
   “Sometimes finding what you’re supposed to do with that joy can be difficult where I come from,” I said, seeing no purpose in any of my natural gifts.
 
   “Those that are born here are taught from the very beginning to find their purpose,” Felicity said with a glance, not surprised by my point of view.
 
   “How can you teach something like that?”
 
   She looked at me, tilted her head, and said, “Well, okay, Libby is six. So what they’ll do is look at her birth chart and find her characteristics, teach her math, science, everything in the way she learns best. Brady’s sun sign was Aquarius, and along with his other planets they decided to teach him through music. Every subject was related back to music, which made learning fun and helped him to grasp subjects that may have been more difficult for him if he were taught like a Pisces, which is what Landen is. When the children get older, it’s easy for them to choose what makes them happy.”
 
   I laughed at myself. The most I’d ever done as far as the Zodiac was concerned was looked at my horoscope, which was always wrong. To think that an education system was balanced on the stars in the sky seemed insane to me.
 
   “What? How do they do it in your dimension?” Felicity asked, baffled at my humor.
 
   “We all just go to school and learn the same subjects,” I answered.
 
   “But how do they make sure that the kids grasp what they’re being taught?”
 
   “Teachers. Parents.”
 
   “But what if the teacher or parent doesn’t relate to the chart? You can’t group so many different characteristics together and expect positive results.”
 
   “Umm…I…I don’t know.” How was I supposed to answer a question like that? It had always been done that way.
 
   “What dimension did you come from again?” Felicity asked, raising one brow.
 
   “Um…Infante,” I said, hoping I’d remembered the name correctly.
 
   She nodded as if my thought process matched my home dimension. “I still find it intriguing to meet the people they bring home. You would not believe how differently we come to conclusions on the way life should be lived,” she said, grinning at me.
 
   “I guess that goes back to that chart thing, huh?” I said, tilting my head and taking her energy in.
 
   Felicity nodded, snickering again. “Traveling is a dominant purpose in our family,” she explained. I could feel the pride coming her. “Travelers are vital to Chara, they guide us. If they see something in another dimension that has brought harm to the people, they guide us away from that tragedy. If they see something that has brought peace and bliss to a dimension, they teach us so we can grow more peaceful. Traveling is one of the most respected gifts. Without travel, our children would never find the love that we have.”
 
   Felicity caressed her stomach as she spoke. She was a very happy person, and I felt reassured that if anyone could find my friends, it was Landen.
 
   “Everyone in this family travels?” 
 
   Felicity nodded. “We are well known throughout Chara,” she said, her smile widening, “and Landen is the youngest and most admired traveler of all.” I raised my brows to question her. “Landen’s insight of truth is not what he is known for. Instead, he is known across Chara as ‘the one who can see all’,” she explained.
 
   I tilted my head and smiled shyly. Perodine told me in my dream that ‘the one who sees must have my heart,’ and Landen had always had my heart. I wondered if she meant the string. The reality I was in came back to me. “Do you know what happened before we got here? I mean, did Landen find my friends?”
 
   Her smile lessened, and I could feel her guarding her emotions. “I think Landen wants to talk to you about it,” she said as her smile faded. I gave her a look of understanding, but I knew it couldn’t all be good news that Landen wanted tell me.
 
   She sighed, then said, “I felt so bad for him. He was so worried about you. Jason must have told him a hundred times that you just needed to rest.”
 
   I remembered how worried he looked when I’d found him on the porch last night. I felt awful that I’d caused him such anguish. I blushed as I remembered what happened after I found him on the porch. It was so odd, my entire body was aching when I walked out on that porch, but right now I feel like I could run a marathon.
 
   Felicity could see the look on my face and reached for my hand to comfort me. “I’m so happy for you two. I knew he would find you. When Brady told me the names of your family, all I could think about was that music box on the mantel. I did not say anything to Landen. I was afraid if I was wrong, his heart would be broken.”
 
    A sinful grin emerged on the corner of my lips as I thought of the night I found that willow tree.
 
   “Everyone is coming to your celebration,” she said as she cleaned away the plates.
 
   “They have a lot to celebrate. Three couples have come home,” I said, reminding her of my mother and Clarissa. Not really wanting the attention of any party.
 
   “I really can’t see it fitting all in one night. The news has spread across Chara. Jason Haywood home at last, Clarissa’s soul mate being able to see the string, and, of course, the youngest couple—the ones who need no words!” Felicity exclaimed.
 
   I had already forgotten that Dane could see the string. It must really be rare to cause so much excitement. Realizing that the celebration was some sort of rite of passage here I wondered what waited for me outside those doors. I had to change the subject, though, I was never one for being the center of attention, and the thought of it was giving me wicked anxiety.
 
   “Which dimension did you come from?” I asked.
 
   “Neime. Just next door, so to speak.”
 
   “Is Neime a good one? I mean, is it peaceful?”
 
   “It is. We live a lot like they do here. I think Neime is the smallest.”
 
   “How else is it different?”
 
   “Well, the biggest difference is that we do not acknowledge time.”
 
   I gave her a curious look.
 
   “We do not mark hours or days or even years. It’s a good place for Gemini signs.”
 
   I had to smile…a world where you could never be late. I could think of a few people who would enjoy that. I felt a burst of energy. Looking to the source, the baby, I saw it move a little. Felicity smiled and rubbed her belly.
 
   “Jason said the baby is perfect.”
 
   “I don’t know how you lasted so many days without Brady. I’m sorry he had to leave you.”
 
   “Don’t be. It’s his calling. I have a little insight of my own; it’s called a woman’s intuition. I knew that he would be helping to bring home someone very special.”
 
   I had instantly fallen in love with her, and I hoped I could be just as close to Clarissa and Aubrey. I felt foolish thinking of my behavior yesterday. Felicity walked to where I sat and gave me a big hug.
 
   “I need to go. I want to help Aubrey get ready for tonight.”
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked, a feeling of dread coming over me.
 
   “Tonight it is just going to be family and close friends. This whole week will be filled with several celebrations. People are coming from everywhere,” she said, walking softly toward the front room, beckoning me to follow her. When we reached the porch, she said, “I have some clothes for you. I wanted you to have something nice to wear. I remember how I felt when I got here, not having more than a satchel of things from my world.” I knew she was just being nice, but the truth was, I couldn’t care less about a single thing I had owned in Franklin.
 
   I followed her to the car, and she handed me a handful of clothes. They were all dresses; some long, others short, and the colors were vibrant and balanced all at the same time. They felt so smooth, like the gown I found myself in last night…I wondered who had put that on me.
 
   “I made these, so if they are too big, I can take them in for you.”
 
   “You made these?” I asked.
 
   She smiled. “I love to make clothes. I will stop back by before the party and make sure they fit you well.”
 
   I stood, staring at them in admiration. I wasn’t even sure I knew how to thread a needle.
 
   “I’m sure Landen will be up soon. I’ll see you when the sun goes down.”
 
   I found the way she kept time very comforting. I hugged her goodbye and watched her leave.
 
   When I walked back in the house, I found Landen standing at the bottom of the stairs. I could tell he had been up for awhile; his hair was wet from where he had showered, and he was dressed for the day, all in black again. I shyly smiled at him. I couldn’t believe this was real. I was home.
 
    Then the distance between us seemed too far, so I let the dresses fall and ran into his arms. He laughed out loud at my unconventional enthusiasm.
 
   “Why didn’t you wake me?” he asked against my neck before he kissed the tender skin there.
 
   “You looked too peaceful.”
 
   I looked at his arm to make sure he’d dressed his wound again. My eyes widened as I stared at his unbroken skin. I reached out with my hand and ran it across his arm.
 
   “How?” I thought.
 
   “I don’t know. It was healed when I woke up, and my shoulder is healed as well,” Landen said, pulling his shirt up to show me.
 
   It was like it had never happened, but both of his burns had been severe enough to cause scarring. I kissed his shoulder softly before I lowered his shirt. He then turned to look at me, and I felt the utter devotion coming from him.
 
   “You healed me,” he whispered as he put his hands around my waist, staring into my eyes.
 
   I thought through yesterday and the pain that I’d endured. I wasn’t sore anymore. It was as if it had only been a bad dream.
 
   “You took my pain away, too,” I whispered.
 
   He leaned down and carefully framed his lips around mine. My heart let out a quick beat as my soul pulsed. I was going to have to learn self-control around him. I could not get over how one glance from him evoked so many emotions in my soul.
 
   I pulled him closer and laid my head on his chest, hearing his heart racing, too.
 
   “I see you met Felicity. She wanted you to wake up just as badly as I did last night. I was surprised that Brady got her to go home,” he said in an amused tone as his hands slowly glided down my back.
 
   I let my arms fall from around him, then picked up the dresses I’d let fall to the floor and draped them across the banister.
 
   “She brought some food. Are you hungry?” 
 
   Landen eyes brightened up. I smiled and pulled him to the kitchen. I had watched Felicity closely, so I knew were all the dishes were. As I set the plate before him, I looked at him. He was smiling at me in absolute disbelief.
 
   “What?” I asked, blushing.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “You just look…you look like you belong here. I just can’t believe it—that you’re here,” he answered shyly.
 
   I let Landen finish his breakfast before I started asking the questions that had haunted me all morning. I needed to know, and my stomach turned while I waited for the answers. Once he was finished, I cleared the dishes away and followed him outside through the back door, onto the wide porch.
 
   Large white windmills were scattered across the fields. I could see the wind turning them. It was so nice out. The breeze made it seem worth it to linger on the porch. Sitting next to Landen on one of the long benches that lined the house, I could feel the dread coming from him. He knew what I was going to ask him.
 
   “Landen, are you going to tell me?”
 
   He lowered his eyes. I could see he was wishing his way out of it, hoping that I’d be able to let it go, but he had to know that I could still see Sharon…how upset she was. My conscience wouldn’t allow me to let it go.
 
   I reached for his hand. “Landen, tell me…is it really that bad? What did he do?”
 
   Landen adjusted himself in his seat then looked out past the fields and back at me, replaying the day in his mind. I could feel the anger and remorse as well as the same pain that I had rush through him.
 
   “When we got into the string, we split up. Your father and Marc went back to Franklin so they’d know whom he’d taken. Livingston and my father went with me to find Drake.”
 
   Landen stood and started to walk back and forth in front of me. I could feel his rage.
 
   “When we finally found him, he’d almost made it back to Esterouis. I was so livid. I wanted to throw him off the nearest cliff. He kept taunting me, wanting me to follow him into his world.”
 
   I walked to where Landen was pacing to calm him down. He was so furious, you’d have thought Drake was standing there at that very moment.
 
   “Livingston told me that if I did, I’d never see you again. Drake then hit Livingston, and I pulled them apart and threw Drake through his passage.”
 
   “Did you find the others?” I asked.
 
   As Landen’s remorse grew, my stomach turned. It was bad. I could feel it through him.
 
   “Marc and your dad had gone to a passage that Livingston told them to search…they …they…found what was left of a boat.”
 
   “What do you mean, ‘left?”’ I asked. I could barely hear him over my heartbeat.
 
   “It was wrecked. There were survivors…two.”
 
   “Two? Where are the rest? Does he have them?” I said, covering my mouth in disbelief. The pain in Landen’s eyes was ripping me apart.
 
   “The two guys, Josh and Chase, saw Drake take three girls, Hannah, Jessica and…Olivia,” Landen said as his eyes judged every inch of my body, looking for an emotional break.
 
   My eyes raced back and forth, trying to process and count the names that he’d said, and I suddenly realized he didn’t say Monica’s name. She was there—it was her idea—why didn’t he say her name?
 
   “Monica?” I asked hoarsely, looking up at Landen.
 
   Tears were pooling in a film over my eyes. Landen looked down at the ground, then back up at me through his dark lashes. I could feel his remorse, and I knew she was gone.
 
   “Josh and Chase said they couldn’t reach her before she…drowned,” he said slowly.
 
   Feeling like I was going to be physically sick, I walked to the side of the porch, trying to hide my failing composure from Landen. I couldn’t breathe. Monica’s face was rolling through my memory. Landen came to my side and caressed my back, grieving with me. Days ago, I’d told him who she was and that I’d spent my childhood at her side. “Where are the others?” I said in an angry whisper.
 
   “With Drake.”
 
   “How…how are we going to get them back? Why is he doing this to us? What do we not know?” I asked, looking down and wanting to escape from the pain.
 
   Landen didn’t answer my questions. I turned to look at him when I felt his anger building, and I knew his resentment was aimed at our family. Suddenly, it felt like he and I were all alone, no matter what dimension we were in.
 
   “Was Dad in Franklin when our house was burning? Did he see it happen?”
 
   Landen looked down at me, reached his hand to my face, and, bracing himself for my response, searched for how to answer me. “We burned the house,” he said finally.
 
   I stepped back quickly and stared at him in disbelief, causing him to lose his touch. That hurt him, but I was so angry. I remembered the look on my mother’s face when Sharon had called her, how grief had filled her.
 
   “What? Why?” I raged.
 
   “We couldn’t leave anything of yours for Drake to have,” he said as he pulled me back to him, giving me no other choice but to look into his piercing blue eyes.
 
   “Why does it matter? It’s just stuff. It’s not me. That house meant the world to my mother.”
 
   Landen pulled my face closer to his, trying to make me understand. I could see the urgency in his expression. He needed me to listen to him.
 
   “There are a lot of things that cannot be explained, in any dimension. Esterious is known for the dark things that people believe. They use spells and magic to control the world around them. Livingston and our fathers believed that the priest would be able to use your family’s belongings to hurt you,” he explained in an almost painful tone. He didn’t want me anywhere near any of this.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, almost to myself.
 
   “The answers will come when they’re supposed to. I’m sure of it.”
 
   I could feel how unsure he was and how he was attempting to hide that from me.
 
   “Can we bring my friends home before Drake decides to hurt them?” Landen nodded as he pulled me to him and rested his chin on my head. “How?” I asked.
 
   “They’ll call you. You’re connected to them.”
 
   “What if they’re under some spell or something? Can we not just go get them? They may not even know they’re in danger?” I squinted my eyes closed not believing I said those words, days ago I was sketching in my backyard without a real fear, and now this madness. Now Monica is gone. I would completely lose my mind if something happened to Olivia. Besides Dane, she was my closest friend. Someone I never saw my life without. I should have stuffed her in my suitcase. I should have told my father that was my only demand. He could have easily convinced her aunt to let her come. I know he could have. Olivia had spent more time at our house than theirs.
 
   “I sent travelers out last night to find my grandfather, August, who will help us. I don’t want anyone else to get hurt. If we charge in there, it would be dangerous not only for your friends, but for us as well.”
 
   “What if they call me? What then?”
 
   “Then we go together. I don’t think we can survive long without one another.”
 
   I leaned back and looked at him intently, understanding completely what he meant. I had thought I was acting foolish, like a lovesick little girl.
 
   “Did it hurt your body, too?” I asked.
 
   “It was almost more than I could bear. I felt pain everywhere. That’s why I listened to Livingston and my dad. I didn’t think that I could make a clear decision in the state I was in.”
 
   I knew what he meant. I’d never felt the way that I did yesterday. The pain was real and could be felt in every single muscle of my body.
 
   My head was spinning. I let go of Landen and walked back to the bench on the porch. He came to my side and wrapped his arm around me. I laid my head on his shoulder and let yesterday play through my mind.
 
   Landen’s emotions were shifting from moment to moment. I felt them finally settle on jealousy. I knew what he was about to ask me, and I braced myself for the emotion that he would feel.
 
   “Are you going to tell me what he meant about the nights together?” His voice was low and calm.
 
   I stayed very still and quietly answered him. “He meant the nightmares.”
 
   Landen shifted his shoulder to face me with anxious eyes. “He was in more than that one?” he asked, knowing the answer. I let my eyes tell him yes. “Is he the reason you’d be so upset all those nights?”
 
   He knew the answer to that question, too. He stood quickly and paced the porch. The anger inside him reached the point of wrath. All at once, he stopped and knelt before me. “Tell me what happens, when they happen,” Landen said in a desperate tone.
 
   “There’s a heavy, painful weight on my chest. My gift of emotion is taken from me. I can only feel one person, a person who’s afraid. In my nightmares, I can change emotion, and I help that person feel at peace. Then they disappear, and Drake shows up and reaches for me. I just never saw his face before last week.”
 
   Landen placed his hand in the center of my chest, as if he wanted to take away all the times that I’d suffered under the overpowering weight. I placed my hand on his, and his eyes met mine.
 
   “I’ve had a nightmare every new moon of my life until last November, and the last two nightmares don’t fit any pattern. I don’t understand why they’re different.”
 
   Landen lowered his hand and looked down. “Do they see you, or are they like the images?” he asked quietly. I could feel his fear laced with rage. He was aiming to destroy Drake.
 
   “Like the images,” I said under my breath as my soul told me there was more to this. That maybe just maybe, Drake had the wrong girl, that all of this was a misunderstanding. I guess that thought was there because the dreams with Landen seemed so natural, and with Drake they seemed forced, like someone else was causing them to happen. Men in black cloaks maybe? Like the ones I saw carry Perodine away in that dream.
 
   He turned from me and leaned up against my legs.
 
   “Does that mean something? Is that why you’re scared?” I asked, a bit timidly.
 
   “If we met in the same place every night, I’d think that you met Drake in Esterious in your nightmares. The thought of you there alone takes my breath away.”
 
   “Did we always meet in Chara?” I asked.
 
   Landen turned and looked into my eyes again, and shook his head no. “I have no idea where we’re meeting. I’ve never seen anything like it,” he said with a degree of respect. He then pulled himself up on the bench beside me and held me tight.
 
   “Landen, was Drake ever in your nightmares?” I asked.
 
   “I’ve only dreamed of you,” he answered.
 
   “Who’s Perodine?” I blurted out faster than I intended.
 
   Landen quickly turned sideways and looked down at me, astonished that I’d said that name.
 
   “Who told you about her?” 
 
   “No one. I dreamed of her, and she told me her name.”
 
   “You dreamed of Perodine?” He was angry and alarmed all at once.
 
   “Is that bad?”
 
   “It can’t be good. She’s older than time itself, and they say that she’s the true ruler of Esterious. She’s portrayed as Donalt’s wife, and if you were to look at paintings from hundreds of years ago, you’d see her portrait. They say she lives on and on, never dying, and that she’s the source of all the good and bad magic that the dimension uses.”
 
   I closed my eyes, exhausted from the constant twists that life kept throwing at me.
 
   “What did she say to you, besides her name?”
 
   “Nothing that made any sense,” I said, frustrated with the added conflict of Perodine.
 
   Landen nodded, not wanting to push me. “Okay, listen: I want us to keep this to ourselves. When August gets here, we’ll tell him. He’ll be honest with us.”
 
   “Are the others not being honest?”
 
   “I’m just tired of them hiding whatever they’re hiding.”
 
   I nodded, agreeing with Landen. I hoped that August would come home soon. Landen squeezed me tight, then stood, reached for my hand, and said, “Your Dad is walking this way.”
 
   I looked out at the field, but I didn’t see him. Landen then nodded his head toward the front door.
 
   “He’s coming to see how we’re feeling after yesterday,” Landen said, smiling slightly.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   I stood and followed Landen. As I stepped into the kitchen, I was sure I felt my father’s peace approaching. I looked at Landen and shook my head in disbelief, hoping my insight would eventually grow as strong as his. We passed through the kitchen into the entry hall. Landen reached for the door just as my father knocked. Landen then pulled the door wide open, and my father was standing there with a bright smile on his face.
 
   “Good morning, Jason,” Landen said, extending his arm as an invitation.
 
   “I was just coming to see how the two of you were fee-” my father stopped in mid-sentence. He was staring at Landen’s arm, then his eyes quickly looked over Landen’s entire body, then over mine. I could feel his absolute disbelief.
 
   “Come in, Jason,” Landen said, putting his arm around my father.
 
   Landen led my father into the living room, which was beside the front door. My father quickly looked us over again while reaching for Landen’s arm and inspecting it closer.
 
   “How did you heal so fast?” my father asked Landen.
 
   “I don’t know,” Landen said glancing at me with a near sinful smirk hanging on the edge of his lips. “I took off the bandage this morning so I could take a shower and the burn was gone.” Landen took a seat on the large tan couch in the center of the room.
 
   My father walked over to one of the matching chairs that faced the couch and sat down, still completely astonished.
 
   “His shoulder is healed, too,” I said as I went to Landen’s side.
 
   “Both of you are healed, but last night I could see pulls deep in your muscle tissue. I’ve been up all night trying to figure out how it was possible for the two of you to have that much damage inside your body,” my father said as he slowly looked us over once more.
 
   “Have you seen my dad and Livingston today?” Landen asked, trying to change the subject.
 
   My father nodded. “Livingston went to Esterious to see if he could find a way to the girls, and Ashten is helping Aubrey get ready for tonight.” 
 
   “Is mom okay?” I asked.
 
   “She’s fine. Trying to stay busy and positive. She’s worried about your friends,” my father said quietly.
 
   I swallowed hard. I knew my mother would grieve deeply over Monica. She always saw my friends as her extended family. My eyes fell as I felt the heavy burden of blame.
 
   “It was an accident, Willow. Josh and Chase said that a storm came, and Olivia and Monica were knocked out of the boat. In fact, they said that Olivia would have drowned if Drake hadn’t pulled her out of the water,” my father said.
 
   “What are you going to tell Sharon?” I asked.
 
   “Sharon knows there was an accident. The Coast Guard told her that Monica was on a boat with Chase and Josh and that they couldn’t find her. Right now, she wants to believe that Monica is just missing. She’ll say goodbye when she’s ready,” my father said to me in a gentle tone.
 
   “Where do they think Olivia, Hannah, and Jessica are?” I asked, bewildered.
 
   “They don’t know. I altered a manifest for a cruise ship that showed the three of them docking in the Florida Keys. It was all I could think to do at that moment. That’ll buy us some time to get them home safely, though,” my father answered.
 
   “I thought you said Chase and Josh saw Drake take the girls. Wouldn’t they have told everyone? Did they see the string?” I asked, looking first at Landen, then to my father.
 
   “There is an herb that grows in Chara called Realm. It erases recent memory. I gave them the herb to help them with their misery. Both of them blamed themselves for not reaching Monica.” I could feel grief from my dad. “Now, the last memory they have is of arriving in Florida. The doctors will assume that their memory loss is due to shock.” 
 
   “We have to go and get them,” I said, standing.
 
   Landen stood and reached his arm around me. He knew I intended to leave right then and go to Esterious. My father also stood, blocking my path.
 
   “Willow, they aren’t in danger now,” Landen whispered as he pulled me close to him.
 
   I buried my head in his chest and fought against a rush of angry tears that wanted to come out.
 
   “Landen’s right, Willow,” my father said, putting his hand on my back. “Drake wants you, and he knows that if he hurts them you’ll never come to him.”
 
   I looked up from Landen’s chest at my father. “Why does he want me?” I asked, staring at him through a film of tears.
 
   The color left his face. He glanced up at Landen, then back down to me, then he sighed and turned. “I’m hoping that one of the girls will appear as an image to you,” he said, changing the subject.
 
   “Now he’s being silent,” I thought.
 
   Landen held me a little tighter, trying to fight his anger.
 
   “Will you show Brady and Marc how you travel? If they appear as an image, it would be good to have them at our side,” Landen thought.
 
   “I’ll show whoever you want me to. I just want them back,” I thought, still staring at my father, feelings of betrayal welling up inside.
 
   “We’re going to teach Brady and the others how Willow travels so that when the time comes, we’ll be able to get them all back safely,” Landen said to my father.
 
   My father turned quickly. “That’s a good idea, but do you think it’s safe for the two of you to leave Chara?” my father asked.
 
   “We’ll stay close,” Landen promised.
 
    “Just make sure the two of you stay close to each other…I still don’t understand what happened to your bodies yesterday.”
 
   Landen nodded. My father then looked at me, reached over, and kissed my cheek. I closed my eyes as I sensed his concern. I didn’t understand why he wouldn’t just tell me what he knew.
 
   “Be safe. I’ll see you tonight,” he said quietly as he turned to leave.
 
   I sat patiently on the couch as Landen called his brother and Marc to come over, but my stomach was tied in knots. All I could think about was how short I’d been with Monica the last time I saw her. I’d taken her for granted. Now she’d never know how much she really meant to me. I let memories of Olivia, Hannah, and Jessica run through my mind. I could hear their voices and smell their perfume. They didn’t deserve to be pulled into this twisted fate that had always chased me. I didn’t care if it was an accident or not. Drake had put all of my friends in danger, and I would not rest until he paid for my grief and their suffering.
 
   While we waited on the front porch for everyone to arrive, I stared out into the field, taking in the pure beauty of Chara.
 
   Brady was the first one to make it to the house. He stepped out of a large white Jeep that had gray glass panels running across the hood and doors. I noticed he was dressed almost completely in black. As he walked toward us, I couldn’t help but ask.
 
   “What is it with all the black? Do I need to change?” I asked, looking down at my white shorts and purple top.
 
   Landen smiled at my new observation. “No, I’ll keep you close. It’s just easier to see each other in the string if your wear black. If you get more than ten feet apart, you seem to fade.”
 
   Brady and Landen were now standing side by side, and their resemblance to one another was more than apparent. It wouldn’t be difficult for a stranger to mistake one for the other.
 
   “How’s your—” Brady started to say as he looked at Landen’s arm.
 
   “I don’t know,” Landen answered before Brady could ask.
 
   Brady nodded, dropping the subject. These two had a tight bond that I had no doubt everyone could sense.
 
   Another Jeep pulled up. It was dark gray. I could see the same panels that were on Brady’s Jeep. I studied the panels on both vehicles, trying to understand how they were powering the Jeeps. Landen grinned as he watched my eyes take in all the details.
 
   “I keep forgetting that this is all new to you. It’s like you’ve always been here with me.”
 
   I grinned. “I have been. I just never paid much attention to the scenery around us.”
 
   “You two are talking, aren’t you?” asked Brady. “Now that’s weird. I don’t know if I’d want Felicity in my head…I mean she is the one, but this is just—just something else.”
 
   Landen laughed, then pulled me to him and kissed me, not caring who was watching. With that kiss my mind flashed over last night, I knew exactly how his lips felt over every inch of my body. I had to stop the kiss this time or I would end up embarrassing the both of us.
 
   There were two people in the Jeep. I recognized Marc; he was the one driving. The other guy was tall and had a lean build like the others, but with a baby face. His hair was a dirty blond and very curly, and he had a playful emotion wrapped in anticipation. “That’s Chrispin. He’s Marc’s baby brother,” Landen answered my question before I could even ask it.
 
   “I have to say, you two look a lot better today. You had me worried, little one,” Marc said to me as he reached the porch and hugged me.
 
   “Can I see your arm?” Chrispin asked as he got closer.
 
   Landen looked at Marc, then down to his arm. I felt the shock come from Marc, but Landen just shrugged his shoulders. Marc then looked back at Chrispin and shook his head, letting him know to drop the subject. I felt the confusion coming from Chrispin as he looked nervously back and forth between Landen and me.
 
   “This is Chrispin. He’s very excited to meet you, though I’m sure you already know that,” Marc said.
 
   “Hey,” I said shyly. “Thanks for coming on such short notice. I’m sure you all had your day planned out already.”
 
   “Hey, li’l sis. You two are the only show in town right now. We’re proud to be here,” Marc said.
 
   I blushed as he complimented us. It was very hard for me to be the center of attention. I hoped that I’d be strong enough to stand in a room with a lot of people that night.
 
   I followed Landen’s lead, and we walked off the porch to the fields that surrounded the house. Along the way, we passed a large windmill, which was almost a mile away from our house. “We’re going to take a shortcut to another dimension, Olence. It has towns like yours.”
 
   “I’m worried my insight won’t work outside of Infante,” I thought.
 
   “I know it will. When we were in the string yesterday, I could see your paths everywhere. Apparently, you’ve gone farther than your father thought.”
 
   “Did that upset him?”
 
   “I don’t think he saw them. It seems that they’re only really clear to you and me.” I looked at him with an astonished expression on my face. “I know, weird. We’ll just add it to the pile. At this point I’m just waiting for aliens to land, nothing seems crazy anymore.”
 
   Laughter came over us both. We were now at the point where nothing made sense, but we’d make the most of it for the time being. As they watched us, amusement came over the others as well.
 
   Just before we reached the windmill, I could see the string come into view. Brady stepped in first, but Landen held me back; he was waiting for something. Brady then reached his arm out and waved us in. The string was calm. The hum was a low murmur, and you could barely feel the current.
 
   “Are there any storms close?” I thought nervously, remembering how painful the last one had been.
 
   “Storms never occur close to Chara,” Landen promised. “We never encounter them until we pass Esterious. No one knows why, but some of the travelers believe it’s because Chara and the dimensions closest to us only use natural energy.
 
   I smiled faintly and took his hand for my own personal comfort. I began to take in the beauty of the string and tried to focus on the emotions. I wanted to learn to navigate the passages.
 
   “So what do you think about Dane being able to see in here?” Brady asked Landen.
 
   Landen raised his brow, and pressed his lips together. I could feel a tinge of jealousy coming from him. “I knew there was something else I wanted to ask you about,” he thought teasingly.
 
   “Dane is the brother I never had,” I explained.
 
   I watched as a grin came across Landen’s face. He then wrapped his arm around my shoulder and kissed the top of my head. “I know. He told me about that night at the lake. I’ve already thanked him for keeping you safe when I couldn’t. I just wish I was the one there.” 
 
   I realized how right Landen was. Dane had always been protective of me. Just like Olivia, he was always at my side.
 
   We came to the passage that they’d chosen. It was a light blue haze. I was the last to step through. I didn’t know what to expect, having no idea what this world would be like. The passage was behind a large building, next to a generator.
 
   We walked around the front to the streets, and much to my surprise, it looked the same as my world did. We were in a small town, the buildings were all made of brick, and the roads were made of what looked liked pea gravel. The people seemed ordinary enough, and the clothes even seemed to be the same as they were in my hometown. I reached out with my sense of emotion to see if this place were truly as safe as I thought it was, and I could feel that the mood was ordinary—the common stress, pride, and energy that I would have felt at home.
 
   I did find it odd, though, that I didn’t see any children anywhere. There wasn’t a stroller in sight. I didn’t even see a dog on a leash. I noticed a few admiring feelings aimed at my escorts, and it was easy to see that they all went unnoticed by them.
 
   “Where are the children?” I asked.
 
   “I didn’t think it would take you long to notice. Here, the children are the most precious assets. They keep them safely at home until they’re young adults, for fear that if they mingle with any adult beyond their family, their ambition will be altered.”
 
   Chrispin began to grill Marc and Brady about the dimensions to which they’d recently traveled. He was so ambitious and young at heart; I wondered how he’d feel about the way that I traveled. The guys were telling Chrispin tall tales about giants and flying dragons, and at one point they had him convinced that trolls taught in the schools in my world.
 
   As we passed a street crossing, something caught my eye. I hesitated, and Landen stopped with me, but the others didn’t notice and kept their stroll.
 
   “What is it? Do you see something?”
 
   “You said no children, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Do you see that woman with the crying baby?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Landen called out to the others. They were confused. Maybe they were waiting for something more dramatic, or perhaps they thought they’d be able to see my images.
 
   We turned down the alleyway and followed the woman. I was grateful that I’d found someone off the beaten path. I could imagine that someone might notice five people disappearing into thin air. This was a young girl. I could see that this was her first child. The inexperience was in her eyes. She was dancing and singing above the crying. I could see that she needed strength and that the baby needed to be calmed down. I was starting to doubt that I’d be strong enough to help them both and carry us all through the string.
 
   “Okay, we’re here. What’s your plan?” 
 
   “Look, I’m going to hold Willow, and you guys hold onto me,” Landen instructed.
 
   “Wait. Are you sure about this? I don’t want them to get burned,” I thought in a nervous tone.
 
   “I was only burned because Drake pulled me back through. I shifted out of the path you made. They’ll be fine. I promise.”
 
   I tightened my jaw. I was even angrier with Drake now, and all I could think about was how I was going to make him pay for hurting the ones I loved.
 
   Brady stepped forward quickly. I was sure that after my display yesterday, he was eager to see how I did this. As their anticipation rose, I could feel the excitement running through the guys. I felt the gentle pull of the string, and as I reached out, I could see a white light reach back toward me.
 
   I reached forward and placed one hand on the baby’s back and one hand on its mother. I felt the hum pass through my body. They were so beautiful. I’d have to find the time to sketch these two. I let my mother’s energy and my father’s peace flow through my memory. I hesitated longer than I normally would. I watched as the baby succumbed to a peaceful sleep. His mother’s eyes sparkled. She looked refreshed and happy. I lingered, taking one last look at all the details, then I took in a deep breath, gathered my strength, and let go. I felt my body being pulled back, so I focused on the energy and stopped myself in the string.
 
   Suddenly, a roar of laughter erupted from Landen, Brady, and Marc. Brady was laughing so hard tears were coming out of his eyes.
 
   “Get him, Marc,” Landen said as he tried to calm himself. Marc stepped through the other side of the string and returned with a humiliated Chrispin. I felt so bad for him.
 
   “Don’t let go until she stops,” Landen said as he tried to stop laughing.
 
   “I’m sorry, Chrispin,” I said, apologizing for the others’ laughter.
 
   His face was so red. “You guys can tease me all you want, but that was epic,” Chrispin said, grinning. The others nodded their heads in agreement.
 
   “I’m glad I got you back when I did. The passage is already gone,” Marc said, slapping Chrispin on the back. I looked in front of and behind myself, and I could still see it just as clearly as I had before.
 
   “I told you so, they can’t see it anymore,” Landen thought.
 
   “Can they still pass through it?”
 
   “I don’t know. We should try.”
 
   “Hey, we’re going to try something. Line up behind Willow,” Landen instructed. The irony was unbelievable. They were nervous, but they were so macho on the outside. I walked back through my passage, and one by one we were all back in the alley.
 
   “That has to give us an advantage,” Brady said.
 
   They followed me back into the string again, and Landen led the way back to Chara. I noticed that Brady’s emotion had changed. He was nervous. The others must have sensed his mood change as well because Marc grinned at Brady and said, “Don’t worry, Brady. I’m sure Willow will learn to affect the emotions around her soon enough to help you if you really need it.”
 
   I glanced up at Landen, questioning what I’d just heard.
 
   “He’s nervous about being a dad. Can you blame him after seeing your image?”
 
   “It’s not always like that.” I could remember what a happy baby Libby was.
 
   “It’s not the crying. The two biggest challenges we face in our lives are finding the right person and being good parents. He was just as nervous when he went to find Felicity. I remember telling him it should be easy, that he already knew what she looked like. That was when I realized that by my seeing you I was different from the others. They only have a feeling to follow.”
 
   I halted as my mind raced through my memory, touching on every image I’d ever helped.
 
   “What is it, Willow?”
 
   I smiled up at Landen. “I attract them.” Landen questioned me with his eyes, but I continued. “Listen, if I’m lonely, I find someone who’s lonely. If I feel lost, that’s who I find. The other day, we were talking about marriage, and I found someone who was about to propose. This morning, I was with Felicity and I could feel the baby’s emotion.”
 
   “But, Sharon—Libby.”
 
   “I think that was personal. Like you said, they’re connected to me, so I have to be sensitive to their pain.”
 
   Landen grinned, agreeing with me. “Well, we can take that off our list of unanswered questions,” he thought.
 
   When we reached our dimension, it was almost sunset. Landen had told the others about the nightmares and our dreams, how they were more like out-of-body experiences. They seemed to take what we were saying well, but I could tell it bothered them the same way it bothered Landen that I’d been in Esterious so many times alone. That place must be wretched.
 
   When our house came into view, I could see Felicity’s car. She was standing on the porch with her arms crossed, which reminded me that I hadn’t even tried on the dresses that she’d brought me.
 
   “Looks like somebody’s in trouble,” mocked Chrispin.
 
   When we got to the house, I could sense her. She wasn’t angry; she was actually very excited. She wrapped her arms around Brady and said, “I heard that you’ve been playing with babies all afternoon.”
 
   I could sense the shock coming from everyone but Landen and me. We both knew Libby must have told her. I couldn’t wait to see her. 
 
   Felicity smiled at Brady, knowing that she’d bewildered them. “My new best friend, Libby, told me.”
 
   “I wonder how she fits into all of this?” I asked Landen.
 
   “She’s zoned into you, at least what happens to you.”
 
   Felicity had Brady unload her car. She must have been expecting us to be late coming home because she’d brought clothes for the guys to change into. It was refreshing to see them in colors other than black; like changing out of a uniform, the seriousness left them for a moment as they prepared for the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Within minutes, I’d changed to go to the celebration. Felicity helped me choose a dress for the night. It was a beautiful combination of royal green and blue, fitting for the warm weather. The straps were thin, and it flowed from beneath the chest to just above my thighs. I blushed as Felicity complimented the way it brought out my eyes. I was trying to absorb all the positive energy she was exuding. My nerves were on edge. I was looking forward to seeing Libby and my mom, but I had no idea what to expect from my long lost grandparents or whoever else awaited us.
 
   Landen was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, dressed in a royal blue shirt and brown khaki pants. He politely told Felicity and the others that we wanted to walk and would be there soon. Their understanding was undeniable. We had been alone for less than an hour that day, and it was easy to see that, though we were an admired couple, no one would desire to bear our burden.
 
   We walked in silence for a while, lost in the last few days. With each step we took, I could feel the dread building inside me. When my breathing became measured, Landen hesitated, then stopped walking. I could feel his concern as he tried to understand why I was so upset.
 
   “I’m fine, just not so good with crowds,” I thought, looking around for an escape.
 
   Relief came over him as he heard my simple explanation. “It’s not going to be like it was at home. They know what your insight is, and they’re going to do whatever it takes to make you comfortable. If it gets to be too much, just tell me. They’ll understand,” he said as his eyes tried to catch my gaze.
 
   “Landen, I just don’t think I can go and smile and have a party. I just lost one of my friends, and I don’t know if the rest of them are safe or not. I can’t block that out and the emotions of the crowd at the same time,” I said, stumbling over my words while trying to hold back tears of grief. I turned away from him so he wouldn’t see me struggle. He quickly circled me, not allowing me to hide anything from him.
 
   “Look, there’s nothing I can say to take all of that away. No one is asking you to forget them. This ‘celebration’ is just a way for you to meet your family, a family that you should already know,” Landen said, cradling my face.
 
   As I looked in his eyes, I felt a peace come over me, and my body relaxed as the calm took over.
 
   Landen smiled as he felt the tension leave me. “I don’t want to go either. I want you all to myself. It feels like we’re never alone, awake, anyway,” he said as he looked across the field in the direction we were walking. He looked like he was listening to a distant conversation. “I can feel Rose’s intent from here. She wants to guide us. Right now we need to be guided if we’re going to be strong enough to bring your friends home safely,” he said quietly.
 
   I glanced across the field at the distant hill, then back at Landen and nodded. As we began to walk, he wrapped his arm around my shoulder and pulled me closer to him. When we reached the top of the hill on the south side of our house, Landen pointed to where my parents’ house was. You could only see the rooftop behind the hills around it. Their home was to the left, and his parents’ was to the right.
 
   Landen explained that not only had our fathers been close friends, our grandfathers had been as well. For generations, the Haywood and Chambers families had lived side by side, the only two families with generation after generation of travelers. Even the women were fierce explorers. Others came to learn from them—some only trusting them to carry them home to visit the ones that were left in other dimensions.
 
   We walked in the direction of his parents’ house. I assumed the party was going to be there, but I wanted desperately to see my mother’s home. The next hilltop revealed the home in which Landen had been raised. It became clear to me that porches were a way of life in Chara. The house was large, two stories, and white, outlined with wide porches and long columns. White lights outlined the bottom porch as well as the pathway to the front door. Music was playing, and laughter surrounded the house. There were several cars parked along the road just before the house. This “small group” of friends and family was larger than I’d expected.
 
   A tiny figure ran toward us. It was Libby. My fear dissipated as soon as she fell into my arms. We couldn’t even say hello before she began to rush over her day, telling us about everyone she now had as friends, her beautiful room, and how much she loved it all here.
 
   “So you didn’t miss me at all today? I see how it is,” I teased.
 
   “Willow, I was with you, too, you can’t see me sometimes, though,” she said as she slid down and ran toward the house to announce our arrival.
 
   Glancing up at Landen, I could sense his despair. He wanted nothing more than for me and Libby to be safe, and at that moment he saw that as an impossibility. He grinned at me, then guided me toward the house. I took a deep breath and squeezed his hand as we climbed the front steps.
 
   “Don’t be scared,” he whispered into my ear, kissing my neck softly. He was putting off a blissful emotion, giving me a blanket to hide behind.
 
   We walked through the front door, and I noticed that his house was so much different from ours. Everything was white and very bright, the walls accented the rooms with a light teal blue, and even the floors were a light wood color. Flowers decorated the banister and the doorways. No one was in the house. They’d all gathered in the back. Landen led me through the living room to the double doorway that opened to the back of the house. As we opened the doors, an eruption of applause began.
 
   The group of family and friends was close to two hundred people. Heat filled my cheeks and my ears. The spotlight couldn’t be more uncomfortable. My mother and father stood in the front of the crowd, smiling up at us. My mother was glowing in a silver dress, her long hair was curled and her happiness unmistakable. Ashten, Aubrey, my father and mother proudly walked up to the porch where we were standing, which had been transformed into a stage.
 
   Ashten began a heartwarming speech. “Aubrey and I, along with Jason and Grace, are pleased to introduce each of you to Landen and Willow, the newest and youngest couple of Chara.”
 
   Applause erupted again, then Ashten continued, “We have faced many trials and triumphs over the years. The time that Jason was lost will haunt me for a lifetime, just as the time that I found him will be celebrated for all of time.” Ashten raised his glass to my father while tears streamed down Aubrey’s face. It was easy to see that she’d helped Ashten carry the burden when my father was missing.
 
   “Today, we celebrate Jason and Grace. They have been returned to us at last. We also celebrate that my only daughter, Clarissa, has found her soul mate, Dane.”
 
   I noticed Clarissa and Dane standing beside Landen and me. I didn’t know if they’d been there the whole time. They were locked in each other’s gaze, not appearing to notice the world around them.
 
   “We also celebrate that life is not predictable. We are not all the same. Uniformity doesn’t apply to any dimension, not even ours. Landen has proven this to us all as he stands here joined at last with Willow.”
 
   The applause erupted again, and I felt an overwhelming joy beaming from the crowd. An older woman handed Landen and me a glass of champagne. Ashten then raised his glass, and the crowd toasted. Landen turned into me and kissed me softly. I could hear the applause begin again as my head spun with his touch.
 
   My father put his hand around the older woman who had handed me the glass and said, “Willow, this is Rose, your grandmother.”
 
   My eyes widened—she was not what I expected. Rose looked so young. The only sign of age she had was her solid white hair, which fell just to her shoulders. Her eyes were a beautiful green, and beside her was an older man whose hair was short and dark with silver running through it. He looked like my father, only much older. “And this is your grandfather, Karsten,” my father said, tilting his head in the direction of Karsten.
 
   Rose hugged me tightly. “Oh, I’ve been on edge all day, wanting to meet you. Your father said you needed your rest. Do you feel better now?” Rose asked, looking at me then smiling over my shoulder to Landen.
 
   I nodded, not knowing what to say. Karsten stepped forward and hugged me. “You are just as beautiful as your mother,” he said, grinning at me, then at my father.
 
   The band began to play, and we were flooded with welcomes from the crowd. Everywhere we looked, there were smiling faces, handshakes, and hugs from everyone that was introduced to me, but the names escaped me as soon as they were said. You could see the resemblance in some of them, and it was clear that they were from Landen’s family. Others, I wasn’t so sure.
 
   Rose stepped in front of Landen and me. “All right then, give her some room. I’m sure crowds are difficult for her,” she said. Everyone stepped back a little.
 
   “No, no, I’m fine. These emotions are the ones that I enjoy,” I said, a little embarrassed. Out of all of them, I couldn’t help noticing that Rose seemed to have an even greater understanding of my gift than my father did.
 
   “You may want to hide her on the dance floor,” Rose said, grinning at Landen. He nodded his head and winked at her. It was easy to see the favor he had with her.
 
   The dance floor was full. All the couples seemed so immersed in each other; it was hard to imagine that Landen and I were the only ones who didn’t need to use words. They all seemed locked in a world of their own. Even my parents seemed lost in themselves. The grief and danger that had been hovering over me took a back seat as I took my place in Landen’s arms on the dance floor. With each new song, I was passed on to an eager partner: first my father, then Ashten, Brady, Livingston, my grandfather, and finally Dane.
 
   “You look so happy,” I said to Dane as he took my hand.
 
   “Just as happy as you,” he answered, glancing at Landen and Clarissa dancing.
 
   I sighed, feeling the guilt come over me. It didn’t seem right to be this happy, knowing that our friends were in danger. Dane felt my body tense up and looked down at me. “It’s going to be fine, Willow. We’ll find them and make it all right,” he said, sounding sure of himself.
 
   “We can’t make what happened to Monica right,” I said under my breath, holding back tears. I felt grief inside Dane. He may have teased her growing up, but he still cared about her.
 
   “No, but her memory will always be with us, and we can learn to never take anyone or anything for granted. You know if she were here, she’d be furious with you for not enjoying yourself. Monica lived in the moment, and that’s where we need to live. We can’t change the past, and the details of the future have yet to be seen,” Dane said, looking down at me.
 
   I smiled, in awe of his perception. I’d never heard him speak so deeply. I guess love changes everyone.
 
   After my dance with Dane, he returned me to Landen and took possession of Clarissa. I made a conscious effort to be friendly to her. “I’m sorry for the way I acted yesterday. Dane can tell you that I’m saner than that,” I said to her, looking down and feeling embarrassed.
 
   Clarissa put her hand on my shoulder. “You held yourself together more than I would have been able to,” she said, smiling back at Dane. They could stare at each other with a degree of intensity unmatched by anyone else in the room. Fate. That was fate, and so far the one good thing that has come out of my daring escape from Drake.
 
   Libby demanded that Landen dance with her. I stood back and watched as he picked her up and swayed her to the lullaby of a song that was playing, smiling at me over her tiny shoulder. I made my way to one of the tables, so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t notice that my grandmother, Rose, had taken the seat next to me.
 
   “He’s such a good man. We couldn’t have dreamed of another so perfect for you,” she said as she watched with me. Libby laid her head on Landen’s shoulder, fighting heavy eyelids.
 
   “I still have a hard time thinking that he’s real. For so long, he was lost in my dreams,” I said, smiling at her.
 
   Rose folded her hands under her chin and stared at me. Her green eyes were outlined in silver, reminding me of what the string did to the eyes of its passengers.
 
   “I can remember the first time Ashten told me about Landen’s dreams,” she said. “He was so worried about him. I knew then that Landen was going to stand out from the rest.”
 
   “I didn’t realize how close our families are until today,” I confessed, remembering the story Landen had told me on the way to the celebration.
 
   “It seems that we always have been, at least since before my great grandmother’s time, anyway.” 
 
   She began surveying the crowd around us. Her eyes settled on Livingston and Marc, who were lingering by the side of the dance floor. Marc was talking to Livingston, but it was clear that Livingston wasn’t listening.
 
   “Do you find it odd that, in the midst of this celebration, you feel a deep sorrow?” she asked. I looked at her quickly, then in the direction of Livingston and Marc. “Is your insight strong enough to tell me whom it is coming from?” she continued, glancing back at me.
 
   “Livingston,” I whispered. Rose nodded. “Do you have the same insight?” I asked.
 
   Rose smiled to answer my question.
 
   For the first time, I felt normal. Others having a gift was not the same as knowing someone who knew exactly how it worked. My peace started to fade when I realized that this was the first time I’d heard of anyone being like me, let alone my grandmother. Why did my father not tell me when he knew what mine was, even when he told me who we were?
 
   “He doesn’t know,” Rose answered the unasked question. “Your feeling of betrayal isn’t called for. You, August, and Karsten are the only ones alive that know.”
 
   “Why? Is it a bad thing? Is that why you keep it a secret?” I asked as the feeling of being a fluke came back over me.
 
   “No…it’s a beautiful gift,” Rose said, reaching for my shoulder. “My father believed that for me to truly understand my gift, I should keep it to myself,” Rose said, smiling.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, leaning closer, hanging on her every word.
 
   “If people guard themselves around me, I can’t help them. The beauty of the gift of emotion is that you truly walk in another’s footsteps for a moment.” 
 
   I watched Livingston walk over to my father and Ashten. They glanced nervously in my direction, and I could feel a building anxiety coming from the three of them. I looked back at Rose. “What is my father not telling me?” I asked.
 
   Rose caught my father’s gaze, and I could feel his emotion through her. She sighed and looked in my direction. “That you are the one who will bring color to Esterious,” she said quietly, beaming with pride.
 
   “What?” I asked, bewildered.
 
   “You have a power inside you that will move both of our dimensions,” Rose said.
 
   My mother walked over to Rose and me and took a seat, ending our conversation.
 
   “Are you two getting acquainted?” my mother asked, putting her arm around me and smiling at Rose.
 
   I looked nervously for Landen. I found him across the floor, handing Libby’s sleeping body to my father. He caught my gaze, almost as if he could sense that I needed him.
 
   “Are you okay?” he thought as he began to walk toward me. “I just have no idea what she just told me, but it doesn’t sound good.”
 
   “What did she say?”
 
   “That I would bring color to Esterious.”
 
   I could feel confusion and fear come over Landen. Reaching me, he took a seat next to me and stared at Rose, who nodded in his direction.
 
   “Well, it looks like it’s time for me to go,” my mother said, noticing that Libby had fallen asleep.
 
   “You’re going home?” I asked, surprised.
 
   She nodded. “I’m going to take Libby home and lay her down.”
 
   “Are you okay, Mom?” I asked, realizing this had to be a lot for her to take in as well. She nodded and tried to smile.
 
   “I’m sorry about the house,” I said, my voice echoing the guilt that I felt.
 
   She heard it and tried to make me feel better. “Those are just things. You, Landen, and Libby are safe and sound,” she said, smiling first at me, then at Landen. “That’s all I could ask for.”
 
   Landen and I hugged her goodbye, then my father waved goodbye in our direction as my mother approached him. Landen looked slowly back at Rose, who smiled.
 
   “Would the two of you care to follow me to the living room for a more private conversation?” she asked, sliding her chair back.
 
   Landen and I followed her without hesitation. As we passed by Livingston and Ashten, I felt their anxiety rise. Once inside the house, Landen closed the door behind him. We were both nervous. We watched as Rose walked to the center of the room, then hesitated before turning around, an overwhelming sense of relief coming over her. Slowly, she reached her hand into her pocket and pulled out a silver chain.
 
   “I wanted to wait until August came home to give you this,” Rose said as she looked at the necklace in her hand, “but I think it may help you bring your friends home.”
 
   I walked slowly to her, feeling my heart rise in my chest. She reached for my hand and placed the chain in it, and I felt a warm tingle as it touched my skin. I looked down and noticed a medallion attached to the silver necklace. It was shaped like a sun with wavy, detailed rays, and in the center of the sun was what looked like black glass with a crescent moon carved into the surface. As I studied the details, I had a sudden, sickening sense of déjà vu. Landen leaned in to look closer as my hands began to shake.
 
   “I think I’ve seen this before,” Landen thought.
 
   “Me, too,” I thought, looking up at him.
 
   “It should look familiar to you,” Rose said.
 
   She smiled and reached for the necklace in my hand. She then opened the clasp and reached for my neck. I leaned in slowly to help her. She leaned back and looked at my neck, then gazed into my eyes and smiled.
 
   “Where did this come from?” I asked as I moved my hand to the charm, feeling all the details of its surface.
 
   “From you,” Rose said, tilting her head. Landen and I both looked at her with wide eyes.
 
   “When I was a child, you and Landen approached me and August one day. You told me to give this to you the day you returned home to Chara.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked, looking from her to Landen.
 
   “Rose, you’re scaring her,” Landen said, putting his arm around me. “Now is not the time for myths.”
 
   “What myths?” I asked, looking back and forth from Rose to Landen.
 
   “Some people in Chara believe that travelers have led past lives. They think that’s why we can see more passages than them. It’s just a myth,” Landen said, looking me in the eyes.
 
   “Myth or not, there’s not a doubt in my mind that this is not the first time you’ve walked this earth,” Rose said, looking at me, then up at Landen. “You need to know that you’re missing a part of the medallion.” Rose reached for the medallion and turned it for me to see. On the back of it was a ridge, and there were five holes spread around the inside edge.
 
   “The star was lost,” Rose said quietly.
 
   I heard the back door open, and I could feel the anxiety of Livingston and Ashten pouring into the room. I also felt the curiosity of Brady and Marc. Ashten and Livingston walked cautiously to Rose’s side. Landen looked back and forth between them. Marc walked to Livingston’s side, and Brady came to my side. I felt his confusion as he saw the medallion I was tracing with my fingertips.
 
   “Where was it lost? Does it matter that it is?” Landen asked.
 
   “It was lost in Esterious,” Rose said in a calm tone.
 
   “Where?” Landen asked quickly.
 
   “In the Blakeshire Palace,” Rose answered. “You knew it would be lost,” she continued, looking in my eyes. “You told me, ‘Do not fear when the supremacy was taken, for your heart was the only true power.’”
 
   “Are you saying this medallion has power?” Landen asked in disbelief.
 
   “I am,” Rose said.
 
   From the shock that ran through Landen, I could tell Rose was telling the truth.
 
   “Was Drake able to hurt her because he has that star?” Landen asked in a low tone as anger began to come over him.
 
   “He hasn’t hurt her,” Livingston said defensively.
 
   Everyone in the room looked at Livingston. I felt heat rise in my cheeks as anger coursed through me. I stepped forward and peered up at Livingston with a dominant stare.
 
   “He hasn’t, has he?” I said sarcastically. “So what would you call a suffocating weight on your chest that makes breathing painful? How about being stripped of your senses and forced to feel a trembling fear of innocent people—not to mention that he’s taken someone I love deeply away from me?” I said, poking my finger in Livingston’s chest as angry tears came to the corners of my eyes. As Marc stepped between me and his dad, I felt Landen’s hands on my shoulders and I turned and buried my face in his chest.
 
   “Why are you defending him?” Brady asked Livingston.
 
   “I just…I just…I didn’t realize she suffered when she met Drake,” Livingston said quietly.  The deep sorrow I sensed coming from him told me he truly believed that. 
 
   “I want to know what you’re hiding from me. Why is Drake connected to Willow? How do I stop him and get her friends home?” Landen asked in a harsh tone.
 
   I turned in his arms to look at Livingston.
 
   “Where is the star? Does Donalt have it?” Brady asked, pulling his shoulders back.
 
   “You’re not going to get it,” Landen said, looking at Brady.
 
   “If it’s hurting either of you, yes, I am,” Brady said shortly.
 
   “I’m going, too,” Marc said, looking at Brady.
 
   “I’m going alone,” Landen said.
 
   I stared up at him with panic in my eyes. He wasn’t going without me.
 
   Livingston’s face turned red. “You’re not going anywhere near Esterious. I told you they’ll kill you without question,” he said, stepping closer to Landen.
 
   Landen pulled his shoulders back. “I know you believe what you say is true, now tell me how you know that,” he said, staring into Livingston’s eyes. “Tell me what you know. Tell me what you’re shielding me from!” Landen demanded.
 
   Livingston didn’t answer him.
 
   “Now is not the time to be silent,” Brady said, pushing Livingston to answer Landen.
 
   “Dad,” Marc said, putting his hand on Livingston’s shoulder. Livingston looked down, avoiding all of our eyes.
 
   I looked at Rose for some kind of help, and even though she held no expression on her face, I could still feel her confidence and pride in me. Landen’s eyes moved to Ashten, only to find him staring at the floor.
 
   “Rose, will you please tell my mother that Willow and I said goodnight,” Landen said as he let his hand fall into mine and led me to the door.
 
   “I’ll drive you,” Brady said, following us. “I’m coming, too,” Marc said as he followed us outside. Landen opened the back door of the Jeep for me to slide in. He then slid in beside me and wrapped his arm around me. Marc climbed in the front seat as Brady started to drive away.
 
   “What’s going on around here?” Brady asked in an aggravated tone.
 
   “Marc, has your dad said anything to you?” Landen asked.
 
   Marc turned in his seat. I could feel his frustration and confusion. “He’s been acting strange for the past week or so. I don’t understand what’s gotten into him,” he said, first looking at me, then to Landen.
 
   “Right now, I don’t care. I’m going to bring Willow’s friends home and put all of this behind us,” Landen said, glancing at me.
 
   Hearing his words, I exhaled, hoping it would be that simple. Brady pulled in front of our house, and Landen and I climbed out of the back seat. “Just get some rest tonight. We’ll go back and talk to them, and maybe they’ll tell us something,” Marc said as he looked out the window at us.
 
   Landen nodded and waved. We then turned to climb the steps, and as Landen reached for the doorknob, he hesitated and looked at me.
 
   “Can you still feel their emotions?” he thought. I nodded, feeling the distant anguish and dread.
 
   “Come on,” he said, taking my hand and leading me off the porch.
 
   “Where are we going?” I asked as we stepped off the porch and began to walk through the dark field.
 
   “A different part of Chara. We won’t be able to rest if we try to untangle their emotions or intent through the night,” Landen said, looking down at me, he squeezed my hand. “I want to be alone with you.”
 
   “Are you reading my intent, Chambers?” I said with a sly grin. 
 
   “Nope.” He said trying hold back a sinful smirk. “My own intentions are too powerful,” he said as those entrancing eyes traveled down my body and rose to meet my eyes once more.
 
   I felt those words swarm in my core. We both picked up our pace.
 
   I wrapped my arm around his waist as he led us into the string. Within the white light, we both felt a peace come over us, and the swarm of mixed emotions I felt was replaced by an overpowering love that I felt from him. We turned to the left and walked ten short feet, and there I could see a light yellow passage. I closed my eyes as we stepped through the haze, taking in the tingle. The sky was just as dark as it was at our home, and the half moon showed the way. I could hear waves breaking and smell the salt in the air. A small beach house was just a few feet away from us.
 
   “Now we’re alone,” he said, smiling down at me.
 
   I grinned and took off in a sprint to the dark beach house. Once I arrived, I climbed the short steps that led to the porch and pushed open the front door. Landen caught me in his arms, laughing, and I turned and looked up at him. He quelled that laugh with a deep kiss as he reached down and clasped my thighs before wrapping them around him and pressing us against the door. 
 
   “This dress has been the death of me all night,” he thought as his body pinned me in place and his hands glided over me. 
 
   “You don’t like it,” I whispered as my eyes fluttered closed. 
 
   His hands reached back for my thighs then moved forward as he rocked against me, at the same time his lips had eased down my throat and were passing my collarbone. “Love this dress, and all the secrets it hides.”
 
   He gripped me in his arms and carried me to the table that was a few feet a way. I fought with his clothes, searching for the smooth feel of his skin against mine. 
 
   We went wild in that embrace, the danger, the threat, and the dark emotions had built up throughout the day, we were both trying to heal the other, to wash those emotions away and replace them with unbridled passion. It took us forever to reach the bedroom, each step of the way we left a trail of clothes behind.
 
   One second I was giggling, the next I was gasping for breath, then I would find a way to return every touch he gave me. 
 
   As we held each other that tingling sensation swarmed within me, his presence was embracing my soul. Filling in all the cracks of my heart, elevating me to a level of exaltation that I didn’t know existed. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   As we lay staring into each other’s eyes, sleep escaped us. I sighed and rolled onto my back, so I could look through the sky light, at the night sky. I could see the moon. It seemed to be growing fuller by the moment. I reached my hand to my chest and let my fingers dance across the details of my medallion. Landen rolled to his side and stared down at the sun and crescent moon. I sensed his confusion.
 
   “Do you really think we lived before?” I asked him.
 
   He looked from the medallion into my eyes. “I’ve never given credit to the myth of living past lives before,” he whispered, “but I know I’ve seen you wear this before.” He looked back to the sun and the moon.
 
   “Are there any other myths about travelers?” I asked in a light-hearted tone, reaching for his face to trace his perfect profile.
 
   Landen smiled and looked back into my eyes. “Some believe that the gifted travelers are the oldest souls bound by past lives,” he answered, tilting his head and smiling at me as his eyes searched my face.
 
   I smiled, realizing that if that were true, I’d always had Landen close to my soul. It also meant that Libby, my father, and Rose had always been with me as well. I sighed, feeling stronger. “Well, at least that means our families have always been with us,” I whispered.
 
   I heard him laugh under his breath. “Right now, I don’t know if I’d see that as a positive,” he said, trying to hold the sarcasm out of his tone.
 
   I playfully glared at him.
 
   “I didn’t mean it,” he said, wrapping his arm around my waist. “I just want to know what we’re up against so I can protect you. It bothers me that my father doesn’t think I’ll be able to handle it.”
 
   “You’re wrong. I can almost guarantee you that your father thinks you can handle anything. He has a strong pride that comes from him every time he looks at you,” I promised Landen.
 
   “Then why won’t he tell me?” he said, almost to himself.
 
   “Maybe he’s the one that can’t handle it. If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think my father or Livingston can either.”
 
   “August will tell us,” Landen murmured looking deeply into my eyes.
 
   “Does your father realize that?” I asked.
 
   “My grandfather has always played peacemaker between me and my father. He has a way of making my father let go and me slow down both at the same time.”
 
   “Maybe that’s what our fathers are waiting on, the peacemaker,” I said with a sinful grin as I my fingertips traced his firm chest.
 
   “He should be home soon,” Landen said with a sigh as my lips teased his neck and he pulled me closer.
 
   “Do you think they lost the star when Justus and Livingston went to bring home Adonia?” I asked, rolling to my side so I could get closer to him.
 
   Landen nodded. “Livingston is the only one besides Justus that’s ever been inside the Blakeshire Palace.”
 
   “Why did Beth go with them? Why didn’t they take more travelers?” I asked as I halted my hands and stared into his eyes.
 
   “August told me that just before I was born, that the storms were so bad that travelers would be gone for months at a time. Justus and Livingston were the only ones close enough to go. Beth was from Esterious, so she went to help them find a new way in the palace.”
 
   “I think it’s strange that no one knows where Beth and Adonia are,” I muttered as I furrowed my brow.
 
   “Marc and I do as well. Marc is convinced that Beth is locked in that palace and that he needs to bring her home.” Unconsciously his arms flexed for an instant around my body.
 
   “What do you think?” I whispered.
 
   “I know that if I were Adonia and I lost my soul mate, I wouldn’t want to live anymore, and if I were Beth, no palace would be able to hold me.”
 
   “Are they as strong as you?”
 
   “I’ve never met them.”
 
   I felt my eyes growing heavy and smiled at Landen.
 
   “So where shall we dream tonight?” I asked.
 
   “Do you think we can choose?” Landen thought as he sat up with a rush of excitement.
 
   “I think you choose. I’ve only ever gone to where you are,” I thought, pulling him back down to my side.
 
   Landen had beaten me to our dreams almost every time. The only time I’d ever been first was the night we danced to the willow tree music box. He was focusing in a straight stare. “What if we plan to go to a place to see if we can control it?” he thought.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Here sounds safe enough,” he thought as a grin spread across his face.
 
   “If it works then what?”
 
   “Let’s just test it, see what we can do. We never even tried to communicate this way.”
 
   He rushed from the bed, I sat up completely confused, he came back a second later with our clothes. 
 
   I grinned and shook my head. It didn’t cross my mind that we needed them, but if we managed to make this work, if we could control this and explore, clothes were needed. 
 
   I pulled my dress back on, and turned so he could help me with a zipper.
 
   “This is a tragedy.”  He thought in a teasing manner, as his lips touched my shoulder and his hands waved over the dress he had fought so hard to remove.
 
   “Keep talking like that and we are never going to fall asleep,” I teased as I pulled him to follow me to the bed.
 
   After a moment I closed my eyes, keeping my focus both on the space around me and Landen, refusing any other thoughts or fears. I began to drift. It felt like only a moment had passed before I opened my eyes again. My body lay sleeping on the bed before me. Landen’s body was still; only his chest rose and fell. The scene was so surreal. My first reaction was panic, and then I heard, “Can you hear me?”
 
   He stood at my side, staring at our bodies as they lay sleeping. Not only could I hear him, I could also feel his discomfort.
 
   “I can feel you, too.”
 
   Landen looked slowly at me, a sinful grin spread across his face. We were both feeling control of this heart-racing gift we shared.
 
   He moved to the wall and knocked on it. Sound. We could clearly hear.
 
   I furrowed my brow, he shrugged. “It might be because we are in Chara, it could be because we are controlling it.” He came to my side. “Come on, I want to try something,” he said, holding my hand and leading us from the beach house to the path that led to the string. Once there, we walked back through the passage close to our home. Landen hesitated as he used his gift to tell him where everyone was.
 
   “My father is on his way to Jason’s house,” he thought.
 
   “Where’s Livingston?”
 
   “I can’t feel him anywhere close,” Landen thought. “Can you?”
 
   I focused on the emotions around me, feeling the same dread and anxiousness that I’d felt before, but unsure as to where it was coming from. I shook my head no. We passed through the field in the direction of my father’s house, and in the distance I could see Ashten walking from the other direction. My father was standing on the front porch of a beautiful two-story brick home, the front of which was framed by bay windows.
 
   “Do you think they’ll be able to see us?” I asked.
 
   “Brady was right behind me that day you gave me that note, and he didn’t see you,” Landen thought.
 
   “I don’t remember seeing him,” I thought.
 
   “You terrified him. All he saw were my arms going around thin air and a note appearing in my hand,” Landen thought, grinning.
 
   “I think I would have been bothered if I’d seen that happen,” I thought, shaking my head in disbelief.
 
   We reached my father’s house at the same time that Ashten did. You didn’t need the insight of emotion to realize how concerned they both were.
 
   Landen and I stepped cautiously closer, my father and Ashten never looked in our direction. It was an eerie feeling, almost ghostly.
 
   “Are you sure they didn’t go to Esterious?” my father asked Ashten.
 
   “More than sure. Landen is not one to make decisions without thinking them through. Rose believes they just went far enough not to feel us,” Ashten answered.
 
   “Did it upset Willow when she was told that the medallion belonged to her before?” my father asked.
 
   “I wasn’t there when Rose told her, but I was there when she told Livingston how she felt about Drake,” Ashten said, raising his brows.
 
   My father looked at Ashten in utter confusion.
 
   “Livingston made the comment that Drake had never hurt her, and she told him exactly what she lived through.”
 
   My father looked down. I could feel his remorse. “Maybe I should have brought her home sooner,” he said to himself.
 
   “You don’t know if that would have stopped the nightmares,” Ashten said, defending my father.
 
   “I know that she’s a new person now that she has Landen. She’s more sure of herself now than she’s ever been,” my father said quietly.
 
   “Landen is, too,” Ashten said, looking in the direction of our house. “He’s calmer now, she gives him pause and he needs that.” Ashten cleared his throat. “We need to get those girls home so the two of them can just live here in peace.”
 
   “It’s not going to be that simple,” my father said, looking at Ashten with pain in his eyes.
 
   “Jason, I will not allow them to face Donalt or anyone in Esterious,” Ashten said shortly. I felt his anger rise.
 
   “We cannot make their choices for them anymore. All we’re doing is pushing them away from us. I’d rather stand at their side,” my father said in a calm tone.
 
   Ashten crossed his arms over his chest and looked down. “I don’t know what scares me more—what they’re capable of now, or what they will be capable of,” he said quietly.
 
   My father nodded. 
 
   “Where’s Livingston?” my father asked.
 
   “He left right after Landen and Willow. I think he went to Esterious.”
 
   “Is he insane? It’s well after curfew there,” my father said with wide eyes.
 
   “He always goes there at night. I think he wants to bring those girls home before Landen has a chance to.” 
 
   “Did you figure out how he knew that Willow’s nightmares had come back?” my father asked.
 
   “He said he saw it in the stars,” Ashten answered.
 
   My father shook his head from side to side, clearly not believing what he’d just heard.
 
   “I don’t know, Jason. He’s not the same person you knew twenty years ago. The only one he really talks to is August, and it kills me to see Marc and Chrispin reach out to him only to be ignored,” Ashten said in an exhausted tone.
 
   “They have you and Aubrey. You made them the men that they are. You should be proud of the family you raised.”
 
   “I am. I just feel like I’m going to lose them now,” Ashten said, looking down. I felt his sorrow deepen.
 
   “I’m going to try something,” I thought.
 
   I reached my hand carefully to Ashten’s shoulder. He didn’t seem to notice my touch. I thought of the emotions I felt from the celebration, the overwhelming love and peace. I remembered the smiling faces and the laughter.
 
   His emotion began to change. As he surrendered to his peace, I felt the medallion on my neck tingle, then a warm rush flowed through my hand. It was a mesmerizing feeling. As it began to intensify, I looked back at Landen and felt the sensation flowing through him, too.
 
   “You feel this?” I thought, astonished.
 
   “It’s amazing. Does it always feel like this?” 
 
   “No, never.” 
 
   I reached my other hand out to my father’s shoulder. Letting the same memories flow through my mind. The charm hummed, and the sensation pushed through my hand. A smile came across my father’s face, and he looked at Ashten. “They’re going to be fine,” he said confidently.
 
   Ashten nodded and stepped away from me, and I lost my touch. He glanced over his shoulder at my father as he walked away. I could still feel the peace that I gave him. My father sighed and turned to walk inside his house, causing me to lose my touch on him as well. The high that I felt began to fade.
 
   “Let’s follow him. I want to help my mom, too,” I thought, stepping toward my dad.
 
   We passed through the front door behind my father. My mother was sitting in the front room on a long white couch. She had a sketchpad in her lap and was outlining the house I was raised in.
 
   “Is everything okay?” she asked my father as he took a seat next to her.
 
   “It will be. We’re just asking them to take in a lot at one time,” my father said, putting his arm around her.
 
   “Do you think she’ll ever understand that we only wanted to keep her safe?” my mother said, feeling a deep regret.
 
   “They both will one day. We can’t blame them for being upset. If I were Landen, I’d be furious. At least he’s still calm enough to ask questions,” my father said.
 
   “I just think if we’d come home, Monica would be alive, and the other girls would be safe in their homes,” my mother said in a cracked voice as she laid her head on my father’s shoulder.
 
   “Willow wouldn’t be the person she is without having the friends she had in Infante, and they wouldn’t be the people they are without her. Even though Monica’s life was short, I don’t think she left this world with any regrets.”
 
   My mother looked up at my father and smiled. “She had such a vibrant energy around her. I can still feel it when I remember her,” she said quietly.
 
   “Then she lives on through you, through everyone she ever knew,” he said, kissing her forehead.
 
   I stepped closer and knelt down in front of my mother. Placing my hand on her knee, I remembered every happy memory I could from my childhood; the impact my mother had not only on me, but on each of my friends, too. The rush swept through me again, and I closed my eyes, taking in the pure bliss I felt as I helped my mother. Her emotion moved to the bliss I was feeling. I opened my eyes to see her smiling. I could feel her soul come to life again. I stood slowly and looked at Landen.
 
   “Do you want to check on Libby?” I thought. Landen smiled, took my hand, and led me to the staircase that was in front of the door.
 
   I could sense Libby sleeping peacefully. At the top of the stairs, we opened the first door to the left. It was a very large room with high ceilings. The far wall of her room had a large bay window, and baby dolls and books lined the windowsill. It was a room made for the princess that she was. When we both walked to her bed to sneak a peek at her sleeping face, her eyelids fluttered open softly, a smile spread across her baby face, and she whispered, “Willow, is it time to get up?”
 
   Being seen by her sent a surge of shock through the two of us. Our eyes flew open, and we were back in the beach house. Catching our breath, we sat up with a start. When we realized what we’d done, laughter exploded from the two of us. We’d managed to control where we went. I was able to help our family, and we made it home within the blink of an eye.
 
   We allowed our bodies to drift back to sleep, and our souls walked along the beach through the sunrise.
 
   The peaceful feeling of another person and the sound of the wood creaking on the front porch of the beach house brought us both back to our sleeping bodies. Landen jumped up and tiptoed toward the front of the house. He then looked back at me. “Rose,” he thought. I nodded in agreement.
 
   Landen pulled the front door open, expecting to see Rose, but instead he found a large basket sitting on the floor of the porch. He brought it into the house and set it on the coffee table in the front room. A note was attached to the top of the basket that said:
 
   I thought you two would need a few things. Take your time. Love you.
 
   In the basket under a blanket was a new sketchbook and food, along with a change of clothes.
 
   “How did she know where we were?” I asked.
 
   Landen smiled at himself as he read the note again. “This is her place. Sometimes trying to understand the intent around me can be difficult. Rose and August brought me here when I was fourteen and told me that whenever I needed peace, I could come here.”
 
   We settled on the floor, making a picnic out of the fruit and muffins that Rose had brought.
 
   “I could feel Rose differently just now,” he said, looking at me. “I felt her emotion of peace.”
 
   I looked at him with wide eyes.
 
   “Did you feel her differently?” he asked.
 
   “I don’t know. I mean, I knew she didn’t want to disturb us, but I just took that as my own insight.”
 
   “That’s how my gift feels. You just know what they want to do,” he said, smiling at me as his eyes drifted to my lips for an instant.
 
   “How are they merging?” I asked, bewildered.
 
   “I don’t know. I didn’t feel any emotion until you touched my dad last night,” he answered.
 
   “Can we look for images today? For my friends?” I asked, rising to my knees.
 
   “If we find them, we need to come back and get Brady and the others,” Landen said, standing.
 
   I stood and began to pull out the clothes in the basket. Rose had packed the traditional travel clothes for Landen—black pants and a black T- shirt. For me, a solid black dress with wide straps. I looked at Landen and shook my head. I wasn’t sure how much I cared for always wearing black. He laughed at my expression. I then sighed and began to change into the dress. It felt soft against my skin, and it fell just above my knees. I pulled my necklace out and looked down at the sun and moon again, wondering for a moment about all it had witnessed.
 
   The string was very calm when we entered it and the current was relaxing as it immersed us. We walked by the passages of our world and saw that several others were in the string. Smiling faces and pleasant greetings were given as we ushered by. It was clear that Landen didn’t even know most of them by name. Each of them had the most amazing eyes in the string. It was as if you could see the soul within them. Everyone was calm, peaceful, and all the couples had a deep love for one another.
 
   The string became empty as other passages came into view, and I felt myself growing nervous. Landen glanced down at me. “The string is calm today. We should be safe,” he said, assuring me.
 
   I smiled, appreciating that he could now sense my emotion.
 
   I stopped walking. I could feel something, a terror so powerful that it took my breath away. It was coming from Landen, too, but it didn’t belong to him. Landen looked forward, then back. After a moment of indecision, we walked back to where we’d just been.
 
   “You could feel that, couldn’t you?” I asked.
 
   “I want to get Brady and the others. I’m not sure if that’s coming from in the string or around it.”
 
   “How far are we from Esterious?” 
 
   “Only a few passages,” Landen said, guiding me back to Chara.
 
   “It could be them,” I said, fearing that they were now suffering.
 
   “I know,” he whispered, pulling me closer to him.
 
   After reaching our dimension, we walked back to our house and Landen went to the kitchen to call Brady while I waited impatiently on the front porch for help to arrive.
 
   Moments later, two Jeeps pulled up in front of the house. Brady was in one with Marc. Chrispin was driving the other one with Dane and Clarissa. I was surprised that Clarissa had come, but then I remembered that Landen had said that even the women were fierce explorers, and Dane could see in the string. I climbed into the back seat of Brady’s Jeep with Landen, then both Jeeps sped across the open field to the windmill.
 
   Just before we entered, Landen told Brady that he would lead. He wanted Brady to bring up the tail and Marc and Chrispin to flank the sides, and he wanted Dane and me in the center with Clarissa. Brady argued with Landen, but he ultimately lost the argument. The others agreed that it didn’t matter where we stood. Being in the string was risky, no matter where you were.
 
   Our group weaved through the others making their way to the celebration. As we walked in silence, Landen would glance back at me, checking my expression. We’d already passed the point where we’d felt the fear earlier, but the tension was growing among the others. I had a feeling we were almost to Esterious. The hum of the current flowed more aggressively, then reached an annoying high pitch. Landen stopped, and everyone stared at him, waiting for him to lead.
 
   “Do you feel that?” asked Landen.
 
   “No,” I answered, now concentrating on his emotion.
 
   I walked closer to him, and through him I felt the fear again. When I reached his side, I felt it firsthand.
 
   “I do now,” I thought.
 
   “Do you recognize them?” he asked.
 
   “The fear is too strong for me to tell you for sure. There are three. If he’s with them, I wouldn’t know,” I thought, reminding him that I couldn’t feel Drake.
 
   Landen motioned for the others to come closer, and in a hushed voice he told them that if Drake were there, I wouldn’t be able to tell them. Brady didn’t even try to argue with Landen. He just stepped forward and led the rest of us. Landen squeezed my hand as we walked. The current was getting harder to navigate through.
 
   “He’s here,” thought Landen.
 
   He reached out to stop Brady from walking any further. In cat-like fashion, we took a few steps back then slid through a purple haze. Passing into this dimension, we were close to another waterfall. It wasn’t nearly as powerful as Victoria Falls, but the beauty was still breathtaking. Confusion was coming from everyone as they watched. Landen paced, then stopped and checked himself to make sure he was confident before he spoke.
 
   “Drake is just a few feet away from here. This is a trap. He has someone with him, more than one, several, actually, and they’re expecting conflict.”
 
   It wasn’t fear that rushed through everyone, it was anger. Landen and Brady seemed to be the most powerful of all of them, but Clarissa was the first one to speak with any kind of reason. “We have to use caution here. Charging them is not the answer,” she said, raising her hands.
 
   I was grateful that she had spoken up, but if Landen felt what I felt, he wasn’t going to leave without those girls. They had passed fear and were closer to horror.
 
   “What if I passed through the string? He doesn’t know me. I could get a better understanding of what’s going on in there,” said Clarissa.
 
   After an onslaught of arguments erupted from everyone, they finally calmed down. Brady convinced Clarissa that it didn’t matter who went Drake would take us, and we’d definitely come after one of our own.
 
   As they continued to discuss a way of getting the three girls, I ventured out, looking at the waterfall and the tall overhanging trees. There was thunder in the distance, and you could feel the humidity in the air. Sweat drenched my dress, and my eyes were misty.
 
   All at once, I felt the horror again. I looked back quickly to see if the others were in danger. I’d managed to walk almost fifty feet away from them. They were still discussing options. Their mood was tense, but no horror was with them. A look of confusion was covering my face as I looked back to them, then forward again. I took a few more brave steps toward the worst emotion I’d ever felt. The trees covered the gray sky, giving the illusion of darkness. The branches swayed with the wind, causing a light whistle and drying the sweat on my face. No animals could be seen, and the forest looked as if it had been abandoned.
 
   When I looked back at the others again, Landen was staring at me, no longer listening as everyone pleaded their case to him at once.
 
   “What is it? Do you see something?” he asked.
 
   “I feel something, this way,” I responded, pointing to the forest.
 
   Landen pushed through the others and made his way to me. As he got closer, I could feel it through him, too.
 
   “I bet there’s an image in there,” I thought, looking into the dense darkness.
 
   The others came to where we were. Landen glanced back and firmly told them, “Guard your emotions.” Then, looking squarely at Marc, he said, “And your intent.”
 
   We made our way into the forest. We could hear the sound of rain on the canopy of leaves that shielded the ground. When the darkness was all around us, three figures came into my view—Hannah, Olivia, and Jessica. They were all dressed in white gowns, and their hair was up and decorated with jewels. Lines of mascara streaked down each of their faces. They trembled as they gripped each other. Hannah was the only one not screaming. It was hard not to rush in to touch them, to help them.
 
   “I found them,” I said, swallowing hard and feeling the nauseating sensation of guilt overcome me.
 
   I felt Landen's arm go around me. “This is not our fault,” he thought softly. I nodded and fought back the hopeless emotion that threatened to overtake me.
 
   The others stared into the darkness, trying to see what I saw.
 
   “How is this going to work? I mean, if they’re in the string, won’t Willow pass by them?” asked Chrispin bravely.
 
   “I don’t think they’re in the string. I can feel the intent of several people,” Landen answered, looking at all of them.
 
   “Can you see around them?” Clarissa asked calmly.
 
   “Not until I touch them,” I said, staring at the three of them yearning to help.
 
   “Regardless, she has to touch them, at least one of them. Two of us can grab the others,” Landen said. “We’re not going to have time to lead them. They’re going to have to be carried.”
 
   “To where?” Marc asked.
 
   “We can’t take them to their home, not in this condition. Jason is going to need to look them over,” Landen said with a bit of disdain in his voice. He was furious at Drake and whoever had helped him hurt my friends.
 
   “So who wants to go with us? We need two of you.” No indecision came from any of them. They all stepped forward, even Dane. Seeing their eagerness, Landen made the decision for them.
 
   “Okay. Brady and Dane, flank me and Willow. When we’re back here, Chrispin, you grab the girl Willow is holding. Clarissa, Marc, you lead us back to the string. Dane and Willow are the only ones that need to talk. If they struggle, we’ll never make it back to Chara,” Landen finished.
 
   A serious mood came over us all. Everyone seemed to be very clear on their roles. I knew I’d have to calm these girls as much as possible before the others carried them. I circled around so their backs were to me, trying not to worry about what had captured their attention.
 
   Landen took his place behind me, and Brady and Dane held on to him. I felt a pull come over me. When I reached my trembling hands out, the charm on my chest hummed, and the sensation brought a calm over me.
 
   Olivia was in the middle. I laid my head on her back, then wrapped my arms around Hannah and Jessica. When the green haze passed, taking the tingle with it, I moved my arms around Olivia’s small frame. The room they were in was dark and damp, and the only light came from an open ceiling, with a gray sky as a canopy, adding a degree of eeriness. An altar was centered in the room, and un-lit candles lined the table. Black roses served as a centerpiece. Chants could be heard from all around the room. Assuring myself that the other two were secure, I pushed back the haze of green, and a warm tingle rushed passed me.
 
   The forest replaced the dark room again. Chrispin took possession of Olivia the moment we came into sight. In the blink of an eye, we’d passed through the forest and were in the string again. Jessica was screaming. I pleaded with her to calm down, but she screamed louder.
 
   “Willow, is that you?” asked Olivia.
 
   “Yeah, you’re fine, I promise. Is Jessica hurt? Why is she screaming?”
 
   Tears streamed down Olivia’s face as she leaned into Crispin’s chest, not caring that she didn’t know him. “She can’t hear you. They took it.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, panicking.
 
   “Jessica can’t hear, Hannah can’t talk, and I can’t see.”
 
   I looked at Hannah. She was afraid. In here, she couldn’t see or talk.
 
   “Hannah you can still see. It’s just dark in here. You’ll see in just a few minutes.”
 
   I reached for Jessica. I had to help her, so I concentrated as hard as I could to take away her fear and give her peace. After a moment, her screaming stopped, and she laid her head on Brady’s chest and fell asleep.
 
   “You changed it,” thought Landen.
 
   “I don’t know if I did or not. She may have just given up.”
 
   “I felt it,” he assured me.
 
   Others were beginning to come into view. We were close to Chara. People shot us concerned looks as we passed, and someone in the crowd called out to Landen as we got closer.
 
   “You kids all right?” It was an older man with a long gray beard.
 
   “We’re fine. If you see Jason Haywood, will you tell him we need him at my house?”
 
   The man nodded and pushed past the others, going into the passage. Our passage was just a few minutes past the large entrance. As we left the string, Hannah’s eyes brightened as she realized she could see. Dane sat her down to let her walk. Jessica still lay sleeping in Brady’s arms. Knowing that Olivia couldn’t see, Chrispin carried her to the jeep. He was whispering to her. I couldn’t hear him, but I knew that whatever he was saying was making her feel happy and at ease.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The Jeeps rushed through the field; adrenaline was still coursing through all of us. When we reached our house, we all filed in one-by-one. The girls were laid on the couches in the living room. When Chrispin tried to step away from Olivia, she pulled him back to her. He didn’t falter and sat by her side.
 
   “Did you see that? Where they were?” Landen asked Brady. Brady looked at me. It was easy to see that he had.
 
   “What was that?” asked Brady.
 
   “I don’t know, but it was pure evil,” Landen said, looking at me and trying to hide his fear.
 
   Clarissa had gotten a warm towel and was wiping away the streaks of Hannah’s mascara, telling her she was fine.
 
   “Do you know where you were?” I asked Olivia.
 
   Olivia stared blankly into the room, then said, “I remember being on the boat. There was a really bad storm that came out of nowhere. I woke in a chamber that looked as if I’d stepped into a movie set in medieval times. The walls were made of stone, and large tapestries hung from the ceiling to the floor. It had three large beds, two massive fireplaces, and chairs circled the fire. No windows. When the fire went out, darkness filled the room. Once a day, we’d find a large cart of food and water. I noticed that after we ate, I would fall into a deep, blissful sleep. Dreams would consume my mind, giving me a numbing feeling. I knew I was losing touch with reality and any hope of an escape, so I convinced Hannah and Jessica not to eat.”
 
   Tears drizzled down her face, then she continued, “We pretended to sleep, and after an hour or so the fireplace slid aside. The room was filled with people wearing long black robes, and shadows covered any signs of their faces. They lined the room. When I foolishly opened my eyes wider to focus, I lost my sight, Jessica screamed as the chants began, and Hannah started to pray out loud. That is when she lost her voice.
 
   “We were carried into another room,” Olivia’s voice quivered.
 
   I touched her hand, concentrating again, hoping to help her, too. Olivia leaned in closer to Chrispin, hiding as much of herself as she could behind him.
 
   “They...they stripped our clothes and washed our bodies. They dressed us, prodding us for hours. Then we walked. It was cold, and the ground was uneven. It felt like we were going uphill. The air became damp. We stopped and the chants began again then you came like they said you would.”
 
   Everyone was hanging on Olivia’s every word, and now the fear she felt was filling the room.
 
   “Who said she would come?” Chrispin asked softly, being gentler than anyone else was capable of being.
 
   “When they were dressing us, I focused on the people talking. I heard Drake talking to a man with a husky voice. Drake was angry with him, telling him ‘Now you’ve done it. Willow is sure to feel this, and the moon is not full.’ The husky voice just laughed, saying there were always more people to be taken if need be. I prayed you would come, Willow. I didn’t know what you could possibly do to help, but it was easy to see that at least Drake was afraid of what you could do.”
 
   I stood and tried to hide my fear, my anger. Drake would keep taking people I loved, tormenting us all. Hannah had been nodding along as Olivia spoke, she motioned to me; she wanted something to write on. Dane left the room swiftly and retuned with one of my sketchbooks. I tore out a clean sheet and handed it to her. On the top of the page, she wrote ‘this is the man who had the husky voice.’ Hannah began trying to sketch a picture, she’d taken lessons with my mother before. She had talent, but no desire to become an artist. Hannah drew a stalky man in his late sixties with large eyes, and she made a point to draw a necklace wrapped around his hand. It had a star, and she shadowed it to make it look like it was glowing. She then drew arrows pointing to it.
 
   “Did that star do something?” Brady asked.
 
   Hannah nodded and drew what looked like a small tornado on the back of the page.
 
   “Okay, Okay. Just calm down. We’ll figure it out,” I promised her, halfway trying to convince myself.
 
   Hannah leaned back and put her hand on her throat. Jessica turned on her side, still asleep. Olivia was still hiding behind Chrispin. I sensed my father and Ashten’s panic. I glanced to the window and saw them pulling up in front of my house.
 
   Brady looked at Landen. “Are you ready for this?” he asked. Landen shrugged. It was clear the last thing he was going to worry about was if they were upset with us. We met them on the front porch, and my father’s eyes danced over Landen and me.
 
   “What happened?” Ashten shouted, trying to look behind us. My father quickly looked us both over again.
 
   “They’re fine,” my father said to Ashten.
 
   I spoke up first, knowing they wouldn’t be as angry with me. I told them what had happened. Knowing that we’d been in the strings alone was almost more than the two of them could handle. I quickly moved past that part and explained to my father that the girls needed help.
 
   My father walked in the house. Ashten went to speak, but Landen raised his hand, stopping him. Ashten then stopped himself and mumbled. Everyone filed outside one-by-one when my father went in to see the girls. Almost fifteen minutes passed before Landen and I went back in, hoping he’d figure out what was wrong.
 
   My father was still looking over Jessica as she lay sleeping. Hannah’s confusion was apparent. She couldn’t understand why Dane, my father, and I were all there. My father smiled warmly back at her.
 
   “Listen, we’re going to make you all better, okay. You just need to calm down.”
 
   He then led us into the kitchen. My father was pacing, confusion coursing through him.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with them—they just think that they can’t see, hear, or speak.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked quietly.
 
   “I can see that they’ve been given narcotics or something close to that, but beyond that they’re fine.”
 
   Brady had been arguing on Landen’s behalf with his father. Wanting to escape he found us in the kitchen. After hearing that nothing was physically wrong with the girls, and seeing our defeated expressions, he offered his opinion.
 
   “I think they’re under some kind of spell. You heard the chants, didn’t you, Landen?”
 
   My father promptly stood at attention. I seemed to have left that small detail out earlier.
 
   “Chants?” he repeated, making sure he wasn’t mistaken.
 
   Fearing he would now have to argue with my father, Brady answered. “They…umm…were in a room with an altar and chants, but they were sick before that,” Brady said, looking guiltily in our direction. We weren’t upset that he’d said something, we just wanted the girls better.
 
   My father slid to the floor against the cabinets, bowing his head to his knees. We all rushed to his side. Landen and I could feel how distraught he was, almost to the point of grief. He looked up slowly, reaching for my face and leaning his head toward mine.
 
   “Dad, it’s okay. What’s wrong?” I asked.
 
   He stared forward for a moment before he spoke. “If I’d brought you home, the two of you would have had enough time to prepare yourself. We could have all helped, but now you two are almost defenseless.”
 
   Landen and I glanced at one another. We knew that we weren’t completely defenseless; our gifts were merging. Not to mention we could leave our bodies as they slept. Telling my father may have brought him some comfort, but we weren’t sure if it would also bring him more worry.
 
   “We’re going to be fine, all of us,” Landen said with a degree of authority that made us all believe he spoke the truth.
 
   My mother tapped lightly on the back door, causing us all to rise. She was genuinely concerned when she saw my father and his composure, but she listened as he gave us instructions. “You need to see if they want to go home now, or if they want to wait until they’re better. If they want to stay, you need to find a way to tell their parents that they’re okay.”
 
   Landen, Brady, and I left the room, giving my father time to explain everything in his own way to my mother. When Brady passed through the entry hall and went back outside, Landen stopped me before we walked into the living room.
 
   “Listen, if we take them back, I want to give them the herb Realm. I don’t want them to have to remember that place,” Landen thought.
 
   “If they forget the chants would break the spell?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Landen thought softly.
 
   I nodded and walked into the living room, holding Landen’s hand. Jessica was awake now, and Hannah was writing her notes to explain what had happened and that she was safe. They all looked up as I walked into the room, staring at me for some kind of explanation.
 
   “Listen, I don’t know how to explain any of this to you. I can’t tell you when you’ll be better. If you want to go home to your parents, we’ll take you there. If you want to stay here a while longer, you’re more than welcome.”
 
   Hannah threw her hands in the air with complete disgust at my bleak explanation. She then turned the page in the sketchbook she was holding and wrote “HOME PLEASE.” Jessica looked at her, then back at me for some kind of understanding. Landen walked over, gently took the pad from Hannah, and wrote what I said for Jessica to read. Feeling the anger coming from Hannah, he wanted to explain it more gently to her. Jessica wrote the words “Which way will make us better faster?”
 
   I shook my head softly and said, “We don’t know. Dad says that there’s nothing physically wrong that he can see. It’s unexplainable.”
 
   Olivia leaned forward, reaching for my arm. “Do they want to go home?” she asked, I whispered yes, then she turned to where she knew they were sitting and said, “I’m going to stay here. I feel at peace here. With or without my sight, I’ve never felt better.”
 
   Hannah looked at Olivia, tears coming down her face. Hannah’s family had tried so hard to make Olivia a part of their family after her parents had died suddenly, but instead she turned inward to books and movies, hiding from life. I was the only one she felt connected to, I was almost positive she would have asked to stay no matter what. Olivia was truly at peace, a peace that I’d never felt from her before.
 
   Hannah walked over and hugged Olivia, rocking her back and forth. Jessica picked up the pad and wrote, “I want to go home. I do not belong here.”
 
   “Olivia, they want to go home. Are you sure you want to stay here?” I asked softly.
 
   She nodded. Landen then left the room to tell the others what the girls had decided, and I slid down in one of the big chairs in the room, trying to comprehend what was happening all around me.
 
   Sensing that I was the only one in the room, Olivia asked, “Willow, where are we? Who are these people who are trying to help us?”
 
   I glanced in her direction, Hannah was waiting for my answer, too. “They’re my family.”
 
   Their curiosity intensified. Leaning closer, making sure she could hear me, Olivia said, “I didn’t know you had any other family. You never talked about anyone. I thought your family was alone, like me?” Hannah looked sharply at Olivia. Though Olivia couldn’t see it, I was sure she could feel it.
 
   “This is my father’s family. They live far away. We haven’t visited much,” I finally answered.
 
   Jessica tried to speak, but not being able to hear her voice, she was rather loud. “Drake knows that guy with you. He asked if we’d met him yet.”
 
   I stood up quickly. “Landen? He knows Landen?” My rush of fear caused Landen to look in the window at me.
 
   “Come in here.”
 
   Seeing my surprise, Jessica went on. “He just described him. He thought you two were together.”
 
   Landen came in, hearing the last part of what Jessica said, Olivia spoke up. “I remember what Jessica’s talking about, Monica insisted that you and Dane were together. He must have asked all of us several times about the other guy.”
 
    “Did he say anything else about us?” I asked.
 
   “He asked a lot about you, Willow. He wanted to know what you painted, why you have that tattoo, if you ever talked about your dreams or nightmares, and what made you scared or happy,” answered Olivia.
 
   “What did you tell him?” I asked, disgusted with Drake.
 
   I could sense the confusion coming from them, like I was missing some big picture. Olivia then leaned forward further and tilted her head as if to tell me a sad story. “Willow, besides Dane, I’m probably the closest person to you. I told him you’d never tell us something that would make you appear weak. I have to be honest, you were, or are, a very solemn person. I mean, I can’t remember a time when you laughed out loud or were full of energy. You gave the impression that you weren’t afraid of anything.”
 
   Landen and I were locked in a stare. It was easy to see that Drake had an advantage. He knew that Landen and I were meant to be together, and he was searching for information about me.
 
   I felt Aubrey and Felicity approaching the house. Overwhelmed I fell into one of the large chairs. Landen slid in beside me. My mother and Felicity gave the girls food and changed them out of the dresses they were in. Aubrey tried to play the peacemaker between Ashten and her boys, but she was only able to maintain the truce for a moment. Landen’s struggle for independence and Ashten’s growing concern for our safety seemed to collide over and over again.
 
   Brady and Marc took the dresses and jewels the girls were wearing and burned them in one of the side fields. Chrispin hovered near Olivia, only leaving her when they changed her clothes. I wondered if Chrispin was the source of her peace. I couldn’t ever recall her even acknowledging that boys existed, and now she looked so natural next to Chrispin.
 
   It was so weird. The two people that I would have chosen to bring with me here were brought by fate. I always saw myself next to Olivia and Dane as I thought of where life would take me. I just wish Olivia’s path here was not painful. She’d lived through enough already.
 
   “How old is Chrispin?” I asked.
 
   Landen grinned and glanced over to where Olivia and Chrispin had settled. “He turned twenty a few months ago. That’s why he wanted to know so much about the strings he hadn’t seen yet.”
 
   “How come he didn’t already know? You know them.”
 
   Landen pursed his lips. I could see that he wasn’t comfortable in his thoughts, feeling guilty for something out of his control, the favor he was given as a child. “As soon as it was clear that I had an insight, I was put in the strings, traveling further than permitted by those well beyond my years. That’s what your father meant when he said we’d be more prepared. Insight is treated with a high degree of respect.”
 
   Our conversation was cut short as Rose arrived at the house. She stepped in the room and motioned with her eyes for us to come to her. We followed her through the kitchen, off the porch, and into the backfield, far away from earshot of the house full of people. Coming to a stop, she turned and crossed her arms, looking at us over her small square glasses.
 
   “So, little Libby mentioned that she saw the two of you in her room last night,” Rose said. She had a proud smile on her face as she measured our response. We looked at each other with guilty smiles on our faces until the realization that our secret was no more suddenly set in.
 
   “The others won’t learn what you can do from me,” she reassured us. “It is your gift. All I want to do is help you with it.”
 
   “Do you know how she could see us?” I asked, knowing that Landen was just as grateful for her confidence.
 
   “Libby is connected to the both of you. The only vision she has directly involves the two of you, or your surroundings. It makes sense that she can see you when others can’t.”
 
   I stared at Landen. Both of us had deep concern coming from us. We felt protective over her. We didn’t want her to see anything as dark as we’d seen that day.
 
   “When your father told me of the way you dream, I was sure that you did meet soul-to-soul. Your bodies are only vessels,” Rose said proudly. “That’s why I agreed with the decision to keep Willow in Infante. I knew you two were never really apart.” Her eyes looked over Landen and me carefully. “Have you learned to use each other’s insight as one yet?”
 
   I nodded once, telling Landen to reveal our latest accomplishment.
 
   “If you mean that I can feel emotions and she can see intent, then yes.”
 
   Rose gave off an emotion of surprise, meaning that wasn’t what she meant.
 
   “You now have both,” she said, trying to hold down her excitement.
 
   “We’re just now learning our new ones. It can easily be overlooked because our own is so familiar to us.”
 
   “In a way, your gifts are the same. Together, they should intensify. Landen, you could almost certainly assume someone’s mood or emotion by their intent, and Willow, knowing how someone feels would make you able to assume short-term intent,” Rose said. “You both should try to intensify your primary gift.”
 
   “How do you mean?” Landen asked.
 
   “Try seeing intent further away or changing emotions with a touch to those that are here. Don’t push it, or you could hinder your progress. Let it come to you.”
 
   “Can you change emotions?” I asked.
 
   Landen looked fleetingly at me, astonished, then back to Rose. “No wonder you always understood me,” Landen muttered under his breath as he jokingly glared at Rose.
 
   Rose grinned. “Someone needed to walk in your shoes with you for a while,” she said, hugging him. She then looked at me as she let Landen go and said, “We all have the power to change the emotions of the ones around us. A kind word could make someone’s day, just as a harsh one will bring pain. The secret is to know your own energy and use it to fill the room around you. By being connected the way the two of you are, I can only imagine the energy you could find as one.”
 
   It was just after noon in our dimension, and it had already been a long day. I explained to Olivia that she needed to tell her aunt and uncle that she was safe. She agreed, and we handed her a blank page. She told them that she’d met someone and was going to see the world before she went to school, explaining that the line was busy each time she’d tried to call. We enclosed a snap shot of Chrispin and Olivia using the sun as a backdrop, covering her eyes with sunglasses.
 
   My father had given Jessica and Hannah the herb Relm that would take their short-term memory away, and it would soon take effect. The girls hugged Olivia goodbye, and Hannah argued one last time through Jessica with Olivia to come home, but her words went unheeded.
 
   Chrispin stayed behind with Olivia, and Ashten and my father joined us as we walked back to the string. Landen led us. We were going to use the new paths he’d discovered, avoiding Esterious all together. Jessica and Hannah held their eyes down as we led them, and I could feel their anger toward their position. As we walked, their eyes grew heavy, and eventually Marc and Brady carried them as they drifted off to sleep.
 
   Landen found a passage that was on the roof of the only hospital in Franklin. The street lights started to blink yellow, meaning it was past midnight. My father had worked in the hospital for close to twenty years, and he knew everything there was to know about it. He went in to put the girls names in the computer and assigned them a room. When he returned, he had two beds with him. Brady and Marc laid the girls down, and Ashten went with my father to take them to their rooms.
 
   Taking advantage of the time that they were gone, I walked to the edge of the roof and gazed toward the town. The streets were empty, but my memory took me back to so many happy days that I’d spent growing up within a four-block radius. Landen came to my side, smiling as if they were his memories as well.
 
   The walk home was quiet, the mood complacent. No one wanted to comment on what had happened to the girls, or where we’d found them. Talking seemed to confuse the issue more. We made two stops on the way back, one in the Florida Keys to mail Olivia’s letter, and one in New York to mail letters my mother had prepared for her friends that she’d left behind. Sharon’s letter was on top.
 
   Landen and I had agreed to return to Franklin that night while our bodies slept. It would be daylight soon, and the girls would be awake, and we could see if forgetting had healed their hearing and voice. Once home, everyone departed to dress for the celebration. My father and Ashten lingered behind the others. Worried glances came from Aubrey as she helped Olivia into the car.
 
   Ashten chose not to resume his lecture, a promise I felt him make Aubrey.
 
   “Now that Willow’s friends are safe, will you stay here?” Ashten asked.
 
   Landen glanced down at me, then to his father. “I won’t make you a promise I can’t keep,” he said respectfully.
 
   “Landen, this is the only dimension that will protect the both of you,” Ashten said, stepping forward and trying to hide his frustration.
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked, looking from Ashten to Landen.
 
   “Chara can only be found by those who were born here,” Ashten said, looking at me, hoping I’d be able to convince Landen to stay.
 
   “Then why didn’t you just bring me here when you found me? Drake never would have found me.”
 
   “We didn’t know that until Drake started looking for you. He passed by the passages to Chara blindly,” Ashten said defensively.
 
   I believed him. Landen’s gift of truth was making itself known inside me. Yet, I also knew that wasn’t the entire story.
 
   “Why now, why is he looking for her?” Landen said with as much constraint as he could manage.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Landen,” my father said, putting his hand on Landen’s shoulder. “Willow loves you. He can’t take her away from you. When Olivia is feeling better, maybe she can give us a better idea of where the star might be. The palace is as large as a small town; servants who have worked their whole lives there still lose their way. We’ll return the star to where it belongs,” my father said, looking to the charm on my neck.
 
   Ashten sighed and walked down the front steps. “Just promise me you won’t ever go to Esterious alone,” he said, looking back at Landen.
 
   Landen just stared back at him.
 
   My father hugged me and patted Landen on the back before he left.
 
   “I’ll see you in a little bit,” he said as he let me go.
 
   Landen and I walked inside our house to get ready for the celebration in town. “Why do you think they’re so worried about that star?” I asked, “Do you really think it’s that important?”
 
   “I don’t know. I do know I don’t want Drake to have anything that belongs to you,” Landen said. I felt a surge of jealousy come from him.
 
   “Do you think if we got the star we’d be able to heal my friends?” I asked.
 
   “I do,” he said quietly. I nodded. “Then that’s what we’ll do,” I said, sure of myself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Dinner was at sunset. We drove Landen’s black Jeep into town; this was the first time I’d left the area around our home. My eyes widened as I gazed at the lush fields, homes sprinkling the horizon. None of them looked the same, a unique personality accompanying each of them. The outline of the town was coming into view on the horizon; from where we were, it looked broader than Franklin.
 
   Landen parked on one of the side streets. The roads were made of stones set perfectly together. The buildings were crafted uniquely, with light colors and wood framework. Each stoop had beautiful flowers sitting on it. The town was full of people, each of them beautifully original; their skin was as dark as night, yet their eyes were a crystal blue. Others would be as light as snow and every shade in between; the one common factor was the peace you could feel emanating from them.
 
   Along the streets, banners were stretched across with our names written in a beautiful script. My parents, Dane and Clarissa, had banners as well. Lights reached out from building to building, giving the street a beautiful canopy. Music could be heard throughout the town. Children ran through the streets dressed in beautiful bright colors. Their laughter energized us as we walked by.
 
   The atmosphere was electric. It reminded me of how a crowded concert would be at home—energized, joyful, and carefree. Some were braver than others, stopping and shaking hands with Landen and me others would only bow their heads, with a sweet smile. Landen introduced me to several couples he’d carried home. I met well over thirty of them in a one-block radius; the pride of having known him was overwhelming around them.
 
   As we neared the center of town, large tables with white cloths lined the streets, and beautiful candles surrounded by roses set the centerpieces. The center of town was transformed into a dance floor, and the band played a beautiful melody.
 
   A path was made for us as we crossed the dance floor, and as Landen swirled me into the center of everyone, applause erupted. He caught me in my spin and pulled me to him, kissing me softly for the world to see. The crowd grew louder, their energy rushing through us. We lost ourselves inside each other’s eyes, dancing to song after song.
 
   The impatience of our favorite little girl, Libby, caught our attention. We went to the other side where we could see our family sitting along a large U-shaped table; others that I hadn’t met sat amongst them.
 
   We took our place near the center, next to my parents, Dane and Clarissa. Landen, with Libby in his lap, sat next to my father. Rose was to my right, Karsten to her side. I watched as they stood and greeted another older couple. A small crowd lingered around them, causing me to lose my stare. Desperate to regain it, I adjusted my seat. The man’s skin was dark, his hair was short and white, and his eyes were as pale as clear water. The woman was small with long black curly hair, her eyes were as black as coal, and I could feel their admiration. Feeling my stare, the man turned to me and smiled as he bowed his head.
 
   “Landen, who is that next to Karsten?”
 
   Landen looked up from his quiet conversation with my father to follow my gaze. It was clear he hadn’t noticed them before. I could feel respect, joy, and love coming from Landen. He stood, putting Libby in my father’s lap, and pulled me up with him.
 
   “That is my grandfather, August, and my grandmother, Nyla. They’re home.”
 
   I followed Landen as he stepped closer. His grandfather rose as he saw us approach his grandmother followed. Landen all but threw himself into his grandfather’s arms; it was easy to see that he was closer to his grandfather than he was to Ashten.
 
   “Willow, this is August and Nyla, my grandparents,” Landen said, formally introducing me to them. I was quickly pulled into their joyful embrace, and from the dance floor I could hear applause.
 
   “I’m proud of you,” August said to Landen as he looked at me again. “We’ve been trying to get home for days. The storms were more difficult where we were...they haven’t been giving you a hard time, now have they?” 
 
   “They’re silent,” Landen said in a frustrated tone as he pulled me closer, smiling down at me.
 
   “I imagine that they are,” August said, smiling at Landen. “I spoke with your father. You’ve certainly humbled him.”
 
   “Not intentionally,” responded Landen.
 
   “I left something for you at your house. You’d already left when we stopped by,” August said.
 
   Landen tilted his head curiously. August leaned in closer and whispered something to Landen, ending the conversation.
 
   Couples filled the dance floor as dinner ended, and one had my full attention: Olivia and Chrispin; they seemed to glide across the floor. The smile across Olivia’s face overshadowed her recent blindness, and no one dared to try and divide them. Landen and I were separated unintentionally. His grandfather, Brady, and others who names I had forgotten surrounded him. I was surrounded as well. The space between us was odd, yet bearable, being filled by people who I’d seen the least since being there.
 
   I was nestled next to Rose as the conversations blossomed around us. I felt safe next to her, and understood. The uncomfortable separation brought Landen back to me, his followers were close behind, and then it was simple just to relax and feel the harmony.
 
   Across the street, I watched as Libby and an older woman were talking. Libby then followed her into the store that they were standing in front of, almost certainly convincing the woman to give her a special treat. My eyes were growing heavy. Our day had been long and arduous. I laid my head on Landen’s shoulder as he listened to one of August’s stories of recent travels. 
 
   Kissing the top of my head, he thought, “You’re not leaving me, are you?”
 
   Before I could protest his thoughts, I felt Libby crawl across my lap and onto Landen’s.
 
   “Willow, I have something for you,” she whispered.
 
   “You do?” I said, genuinely surprised.
 
   Libby reached into the pocket on her dress and brought out a small brown bag, trying to hide it from my parents’ view, not caring that she had Landen and Rose’s full attention.
 
   “Tonight when you go see Hannah and Jessica, you’ll need this,” Libby said.
 
   “What will I need it for?” The bag felt as if it were full of sand.
 
   “When you see the mean monkey, throw this in his eyes, and he’ll go away and not hurt you.”
 
   Landen reached for the bag and causally slid it into his pocket before anyone else noticed the exchange.
 
   “What is it, sweetie?” asked Rose.
 
   “Garlic salt,” Libby said, covering her lips to let Rose know it was a secret.
 
   The feeling of certainty coming from Libby was frightening. A mean monkey—what did she mean? A little girl with ivory skin and liquid blue eyes came over, beckoning Libby to play with her. Libby hugged me tightly and said, “Don’t be scared. I’ve protected you.”
 
   As she ran across the dance floor, my heart sank and my breath left me. We had no power to protect her from what she saw; defenseless, she would witness the battle before it came to be.
 
   The dread was coming from Landen as well, but we were both thankful that whatever we faced tonight would be mild. Libby had no fear; her certainty still lingered around us.
 
   The celebration went on. Not wanting to appear ungrateful for the companionship, we stayed, half-heartedly listening to the many tales around us. Rose’s distraction was apparent, as her laugh would be delayed when a story called for it. As the moon shifted, everyone’s eyes seem to grow weary, and one-by-one the town began to empty of people. Hoping we’d served our purpose, Landen excused us.
 
   Libby had fallen asleep in my mother’s lap, and I hugged and kissed them both good night. Landen hugged August and Nyla. I looked for Rose, but I couldn’t find her. My father made his way to us, and he kissed my forehead, telling me goodbye.
 
   When we reached Landen’s Jeep, we saw Rose leaning against the side of it, waiting patiently for us to reach her. She hesitated as a group of people passed by before she spoke.
 
   “I know the last thing you want is someone else telling you what to do. That’s not my intent, but I implore you to please tell me when you leave tonight,” Rose said.
 
   We weren’t concerned with the ‘monkeys’ we were supposed to see that night, simply because Libby had no fear when she’d told us, assuring us we had no reason to be afraid. Rose’s concern, though, was shaking the solid ground on which we stood. Our pause gave her reason to explain further. “If you’re gone too long, or if you’re afraid, I want to try and wake you. That monkey could be anywhere between here and those girls, and waking you might keep you safe.”
 
   Hearing her conclusion, we nodded slowly with eyes wide open, realizing the danger that she feared for the first time.
 
   Rose’s calm returned to her.
 
   Landen was looking up the street, watching Ashten and his mother leave, waving bye to them.
 
   “Willow, I think we should tell your father, his insight would make what Rose wants to do more efficient.”
 
   The sudden relief that came over me told him that I agreed. Looking now at Rose, Landen laid out a plan for her. “We’re going to tell Jason so he can help you watch us. After we fall asleep, we’ll come to the two of you before we leave.”
 
   The conversation was halted as Karsten and my parents approached. Rose coaxed my mother into letting her and Karsten take her and Libby home; sensing that I needed my father, she went hastily.
 
   Landen opened the passenger door of the Jeep for my father to get in. Looking confused, he complied. I then climbed in the back, and we drove off to a more private place. Landen and my father talked casually about the celebration, August, and others that had come from so far to see all of us.
 
   The lights of the town faded; now only the stars and moon, which was growing fuller each night, showed the way. We stopped at the edge of the driveway that led to my father’s house, and Landen and I got out.
 
   Slowly, my father made his way out, confusion coursing from him. I nodded in Landen’s direction, encouraging him to start. He cleared his throat and said, “Jason, we need you to do us a favor.” My father nodded, agreeing before he even knew what we wanted him to do. “Willow and I can control where we go when we sleep, and tonight we’re going to see if the Realm healed Hannah and Jessica.”
 
   “You can control it?” 
 
   “We taught ourselves last night,” Landen said proudly.
 
   “We came to see you,” I added.
 
   My father looked quickly at me. “Did you change my emotion?” 
 
   I nodded. I felt my father’s amazement, mixed with pride.
 
   “Jason, Libby told us we’d see mean monkeys tonight. She gave us garlic salt and told us to throw it in their eyes. Rose wants to wake us if we’re scared. You’d be able to see if we were hurt,” Landen said.
 
   “How would my mother know if you were afraid?” my father asked, shaking his head, trying to understand what we were saying.
 
   I glanced at Landen, and he looked back at me; we’d both forgotten that Rose had kept her insight a secret.
 
   “She has the gift of emotion, too,” I said, putting my hand on my father’s shoulder. “She said her father told her that she should keep it to herself if she truly wanted to help people.”
 
   My father nodded. I felt his understanding.
 
   “If you know there’s going to be danger, why are you going?” 
 
   “It’s just a precaution. Libby’s not afraid of what we’re going to see. Tonight will serve as a test. If we have a strong enough control over this, maybe we’ll be able to get the star back without putting anyone in danger,” Landen explained.
 
   “I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to go into Esterious without your bodies. I’m more than sure that they’d be able to hurt you.”
 
   “How do you know that?” I asked, looking for more answers.
 
   “The Priests were able to put Drake in that state. Obviously, they’d know how to hinder you,” my father explained.
 
   My father sighed and looked back and forth between Landen and me. “How are you going to contact me? Should I stay at your house?” 
 
   “We’ll stop here before we leave, try and get some rest,” Landen answered.
 
   “I’m going to get Rose to stay with us, so you only have to stop at one place. I’d think you’d be stronger just as you left…don’t use all your energy finding us.”
 
   We agreed with my father. Landen drove him to his front door, then took us home.
 
   Walking in our home, we almost looked over the small package lying just inside on the floor. August had told Landen that he’d left something for us. I reached down for the box. I was excited to see what was in it.
 
   “Do you know what it is? What did August whisper to you?” I asked, handing it to Landen.
 
   “He said it would keep us both safe.”
 
   When Landen opened the small brown box, something fell and hit the hardwood floor. It was two silver rings, which began circling in place. When they stopped, I reached down and grabbed them.
 
   They were quite heavy for being so small. Within the band of the rings an eye was inscribed. Two long lashes stretched out from the bottom, and seven gold lines made a border along the base of the eye. Landen slid the smaller ring on my left hand, and I slid the larger one on his. As if they’d found their rightful place, the rings tingled our fingers upon first touch, and the silver seemed to brighten.
 
   I slid the ring off again to look at the inscription; as I did, the silver dulled and the tingle left my hand in protest.
 
   “Do you know what this means?” I asked, counting the seven gold lines. I’d seen this before—the night I picked out my tattoo. It was the eye of RA, and it meant “protection.” My Ankh meant “eternal life.” I reasoned that if I had eternal life, I wouldn’t need protection—that’s why I chose the Ankh.
 
   “August told me a lot of stories. If I remember correctly, I think it’s a watchful eye. I don’t remember what culture or dimension he was referring to when he described it, though.”
 
   “Well, if it’s the same as my tattoo, it came from Infante. It’s Egyptian,” I said, looking at my wrist and the uninvited star inside my loop.
 
   “Egyptians, as you call them, are in a lot of dimensions and are a very advanced people,” Landen said, sliding the ring on my finger again. The tingle came as the shine returned. “They’re the only other people that we’ve discovered exploring the strings. They’ve settled across many dimensions.”
 
   “Seriously?” I asked, thinking he was just teasing me.
 
   Smiling, he answered, “The string is energy. In theory, everyone should be able to see it. People have the power to change their perspective. They just get caught up in an endless cycle of foolish things that don’t matter.”
 
   I looked down at my olive skin, matching my tone to Landen’s and wondering if that culture was a part of me.
 
   “Do you know what my tattoo means?” I asked Landen.
 
   He smiled. “‘Eternal life.’ I remember when you got it. I thought you were trying to tell me something,” he said, tracing the cross while avoiding the star in the loop.
 
   “I think I was trying to tell myself something that I’d find you in this life or the next,” I said, looking up at him and smiling shyly.
 
   Landen kissed my lips softly causing my soul to seize with anticipation. “I always knew I’d find you,” he swore.
 
   I looked down at the rings again. It felt like I had seen them before, too, like they’d always been ours. “Did August tell you where he got these?” 
 
   “He really didn’t have a chance. All he said was ‘time is simply an illusion, and the gifted live on,’” Landen said, smiling. “August isn’t like the others. He isn’t quick to offer advice. He likes to watch your mind work.” He laughed a little, tucking a piece of my hair behind my ear. “He said he needed to show us something in the morning.”
 
   “Is he going to tell us what the others are hiding?”
 
   “I believe he will.”
 
   We changed out of our party clothes and into the all-black attire. We then laid in our bed in silence. Hoping we’d given Rose and my father time to rest, we drifted to sleep, almost simultaneously. Standing over our bodies, the addictive rush of excitement came over us again. Landen checked his pocket to make sure the garlic salt was with us then looked at me.
 
   “Let’s try this: think of your father’s porch.” He reached his arm around my waist and pressed his forehead to mine, concentrating on my father’s porch.
 
   “We did it,” he thought. I opened my eyes to see that Landen was right. We were on the front steps. A rush of excitement came through us, more exhilarating than before. I gave him an alluring smile; this power was becoming less elusive.
 
   I led the way through the door. All the lights were off, and I could sense peaceful sleep coming from five people. Karsten must have stayed there, too. Walking up the stairs, we stopped in the guest room. Rose was asleep in a chair with an open book resting on her lap. I was afraid to wake her and startle her. We went down the hall to my parents’ room. When we opened the door, my father raised his head and whispered into the darkness. “Willow.”
 
   I walked over to him and pulled back his blanket, letting him know it was us, and a rush of excitement came over him as he watched the blanket move without seeing anyone. Landen found a note pad on my mother’s side of the bed and wrote “wake Rose, we are on our way now.”
 
   Already dressed, my father slid on his shoes and walked to Rose’s room.
 
   “Do you want to see if we can make it to the hospital the same way?” I asked. Landen smiled, and we held each other again and focused on the roof that we’d been on earlier that day. A moment later, raindrops could be heard. When we opened our eyes, we were on the roof. It was an awful looking day; the sky was so dark, it was hard to tell that it was daylight. There was thunder in the distance with increasing wind.
 
   Knowing the way, I took Landen’s hand, and we walked in the door and down the steps. The hospital was quiet; not much was happening there, new births being the most exciting thing.
 
   The maternity ward was on the fourth floor, and we passed that doorway on our way to the third floor.
 
   We opened the door slowly, not knowing who might be standing close to it. At the end of the hallway, we could see two women standing outside one of the doors. As we approached them, I could see it was Chase’s mom, and Gina, Dane’s mom. We listened as they talked.
 
   “It just doesn’t make any sense, how did they get here so fast?” Gina said.
 
   “At least they’re safe. The search for Monica was called off yesterday…I don’t think this town could bear losing another child,” Chase’s mom said in a sorrowful tone.
 
   I looked at Landen. He felt my grief and put his arm around me.
 
   “I wish someone could get a hold of Jason, or Grace, for that matter. Jason would know what was wrong. That man is the best doctor on this planet.”
 
   I felt a rush of pride all my own as they spoke of my parents.
 
   “How is Dane anyway? I can’t believe he ran off with Willow like that. I bet you’re happy, aren’t you?” 
 
   Landen was shaking his head and smiling. He wasn’t angry or jealous. It was just odd how Dane and Clarissa had met.
 
   “He’s not with Willow. He’s—he’s seeing one of her friends, Clarissa,” answered Gina, confused by her own words.
 
    “Oh, I see. Do you know if Willow’s okay? Chase said that Willow and Dane were really hung up on each other. Apparently, that kid, Drake, made a move on Willow, and Dane showed up, saw it, and was furious. Chase said they had to stop Dane from tearing that guy apart.” 
 
   “Remind me to tell Dane he’s awesome when we get back,” Landen thought.
 
   “Willow is happy, too. Grace said she’s in love with a really great guy, and Grace and Jason both seem to love him. They went to school with his parents, I think,” Gina said, trying to curve the conversation.
 
   “So tell me about Clarissa, what’s she like?” 
 
   “Dane called a day or so ago. He’s going to go to Paris, too. Right now, they’re in New York. He said he’d come home before he went overseas.”
 
   “So Dane could ask Jason to come home, too?” 
 
   Before Gina could answer, the door they were standing in front of opened, and Olivia’s aunt, came out, holding a pad of paper. Still studying the words on it, she looked tired and aged by the event.
 
   “How’s Hannah,” Gina asked.
 
   “She’s asleep now. I don’t know. She doesn’t remember anything about getting on a boat or going to the Keys,” Olivia’s aunt said, leaning against the wall and staring at the notes.
 
   “Do they know what happened to her voice or Jessica’s hearing?” 
 
    “The doctor said the memory loss is due to trauma, but he thinks the girls will recover if they rest.”
 
   “What about Olivia? Does Hannah remember where she is?” asked Gina.
 
   “Hannah can’t even tell me if she was ever with them to begin with.” 
 
   Feeling their agonizing grief and confusion, I shifted my way in front of Olivia’s aunt. Landen took a protective step forward, bracing himself for anything that could happen.
 
   As I reached for her shoulders, my trembling hands anticipated the rush. Staring into her eyes, I concentrated on peace. I remembered how happy Olivia looked dancing with Chrispin, hearing her laughter over the music. Her eyes closed slowly then opened again, looking past the room. Gina and Chase’s mom started to yell her name, fearing she was passing out. My fingertips tingled. Just as I felt her emotion change to joy, a flash of light came across my face, causing me to lose my touch. The rush found Landen, and the sensation boomeranged between us, intensifying the high and energizing our spirit.
 
   Olivia’s aunt let out a gasp of air as Chase’s mom and Gina both reached for her, blocking a potential fall. At first, I thought I’d done something wrong or hurt her somehow, but she just gasped again then smiled.
 
   “She’s fine. Olivia’s happy, she’s found her place.”
 
   “What?” Gina asked, looking behind her, halfway expecting Olivia to be standing there.
 
   “I could see her, dancing and laughing. She’s in love. It’s in her eyes, a light I haven’t seen … since,” Olivia’s aunts words faded as tears surfaced in the corner of her eyes. She took a deep breath and stood up straight. Smiling, she still carried the joy I’d given her. “I think I need some coffee. Will you guys go with me?” 
 
   Gina and Chase’s mom walked behind her, whispering and looking back through where we stood.
 
   “What was that? Did it hurt you?” Landen reached down, examining my fingertips.
 
   “No, it was amazing—exhilarating.”
 
   “Were you thinking of them dancing? Is that what she saw?”
 
   “Yeah, I don’t know how she saw them. I always think of something when I help. Did you see that light?”
 
   Landen nodded.
 
   “Where did it come from?”
 
   “Her, well, the both of you. A light came from your fingers, then another burst from her chest.”
 
   The elevator door dinged, then opened. A nurse got off as Olivia’s aunt and the others got on. We watched as the nurse check a clipboard before going into the room across the hall. As we waited, we were hit hard with terror. Looking at each other, then to the room, we were sure where it was coming from.
 
   Landen grabbed my hand before going into Hannah’s room. It was dark. Only a little light came from the gray windows where rain sheeted across the pane. I could see Jessica’s mother sleeping on a couch under the window. All of a sudden, the terror we were feeling seemed to double. Landen saw them first – the ‘monkeys.’
 
   Jessica and Hannah were in beds side-by-side, asleep, and on their chests sat small demonic animals that resembled monkeys. They had short red hair, and spikes made of reddish bone lined their spines. Horns crowned their head and black collars circled their small necks. Their feet were planted firmly on the girls’ chests as they stared centimeters from their sleeping faces.
 
   We stared, frozen with horror.
 
   “We have to hide our fear,” I thought, remembering that Rose would wake us before we’d be able to help if she felt it in our bodies.
 
   We both pushed it aside and found anger instead. As we stared, not believing our eyes, we listened to the growling of the monkeys as they breathed. Landen reached in his pocket for the bag of garlic salt. He then opened it, grabbed a handful of it, and gave me a handful, too. We never took our eyes off the demons. The girls moaned as if they were in pain, and the chuckle of a growl filled the room.
 
   The terror coming from the girls was growing stronger. Not knowing if the demons could see us, we stepped cautiously in their direction. All at once, the growling halted, and the one on Jessica looked slowly over its shoulder, its red eyes glowing in the dark room. The other one sensed us and turned as well. It was clear that they could see us. As they stepped off the two girls’ chests, their terror faded as they turned restlessly. The demons sauntered toward us as the growls resumed and grew louder. Landen and I threw the handfuls of salt at them. They let out large growls as the salt hit their faces then leaping at us they suddenly vanished. Stunned, we looked slowly at each other, allowing the fear to come out.
 
   A resilient pull came over us, and as we gasped for breath, we suddenly found ourselves back in our bed. My father was standing over me, and Rose was standing over Landen. They were shaking our shoulders. We jolted up, making sure we were both back. Landen dove across the bed and pulled me into his arms, burying his face in my neck. His fear was in rhythm with his heartbeat. He knew just like I did that those things had visited me often. The weight on my chest—that was them.
 
   “Never again, Willow. He will never do that to you again. I swear I’ll kill him—never again,” Landen said through his teeth as he rocked me back and forth.
 
   The fear in the room was overpowering. Rose and my father stood like statues, not sure what had happened.
 
   “Olivia…Landen…Olivia,” I said, pushing him back and holding his face so he would have to look at me through his rage.
 
   Olivia was sleeping now. The demons could be tormenting her where she lay.
 
   “Jason, where is Olivia?” shouted Landen, still staring at me.
 
   “She’s…uh…she’s with Felicity. What’s—”
 
   My father was cut short as we rushed by him down the stairs, out the door, and into the Jeep. Landen didn’t even use the road. He tore off across the field in the darkness. Just over the second hill, a house could be seen in the moonlight. Like the others, it was wrapped in porches. We stopped inches short of the front porch.
 
   Landen charged open the door not caring how loud it banged back. He raced up the stairs two at a time. I ran to keep pace with him. At the top of the stairs, he took a quick left, opening the first door. The light flicked on, and Olivia lay, sleeping peacefully. I walked breathlessly to her side to wake her, and I could hear Brady charging down the hall with Felicity close behind.
 
   “Olivia! Olivia, I need you to wake up!” I said, trying to catch my breath.
 
   Landen stopped Brady at the door, and Felicity peered in under his arm as they stared, wide-eyed. 
 
   Startled awake, Olivia sat up defensively.
 
    “Have you had a nightmare?” I said through the tears that were catching up with me, the demons’ eyes staring through my memory.
 
   “What? Willow, are you okay? What happened?”
 
   “Have you had a nightmare!” I yelled.
 
   “No, not since I was little—why?” she asked, reaching for me.
 
   I pushed away before she could touch me, charging my way out of the room and back down the stairs. I needed air. I was gasping, not wanting to cry, not wanting to succumb to the terror that had chased me through childhood.
 
   Landen was right behind me. He grabbed my arm and swung me into his arms as I reached the porch. I buried my face in his chest. Letting it all go, I cried breathlessly. The images that I’d helped, the pain I endured each time, the fear I’d overcome—it all flashed through my eyes.
 
   I felt Rose and my father approach as the others looked out at us. Landen waved them all away and let me cry. Holding me tighter as the minutes passed the tears ran dry. Light was starting to peak over the hill. When the tears finally dried on my face we went in the house.
 
   They were all in the living room; Felicity and Olivia had fallen asleep toe–to-toe on the couch, and Brady, Rose, and my father were sitting, tensely waiting for us.
 
   Brady raised his hands to question what was going on; looking at my father and Rose, it was clear they hadn’t told Brady about watching our bodies. Landen slid in one of the oversized chairs and nestled me against him. I laid on his chest, not wanting to make eye contact with anyone.
 
   “We went to check on Hannah and Jessica. We…” Landen stopped, looking at my father, then down at me. “We saw these things, demonic monkey-looking things, sitting on their chests. They were being tortured with nightmares.”
 
   “Sitting?” my father repeated.
 
   Landen nodded. “Like a heavy weight,” he bit out. Anger coursed through him as he squeezed me tighter.
 
   Brady stood, rubbing his arms nervously. As he began pacing the floor, fear and confusion overcame him. “Landen, are you serious? Demons—seriously!” he said in a harsh whisper, looking back to make sure Felicity was still sleeping.
 
   Landen’s angry blank stare told Brady we were very serious.
 
   “What did you do? I mean, how do you come back from something like that?” asked Brady.
 
   “Garlic salt,” Rose said, realizing Libby had given us the weapon that saved us.
 
   Brady raised his hands in the air protesting the foolishness he heard. “I don’t think I want to know,” he said, sitting back down. “Does Dad know?” he stood again, ready to defend Landen’s point of view if his father came charging in the door. He looked at my father, trying to measure his perspective.
 
   Landen shook his head. “Not yet. Libby told Rose, and we needed Jason to watch our bodies as we slept.”
 
   “What did you mean, ‘bodies’?” Brady said, looking at Rose and Jason.
 
   “We can control where we go when we sleep,” Landen answered.
 
   Brady sat back in his chair and stared blankly. I felt him arguing with his emotions; he wanted to be proud of us, but he was too terrified.
 
   “What did you see?” Brady asked my father.
 
   Landen and I looked curiously in his direction to see if he could see the rush we’d felt helping Connie.
 
   “Their adrenaline levels rose repeatedly, elevating their heartbeats. We didn’t start waking them until Rose could feel their fear,” my father answered.
 
   Brady looked awestruck at Rose; it seemed everyone would now know that she had always had the insight of emotion.
 
   “I think we may know why Landen never had nightmares: this world can’t be found that way either,” Rose said.
 
   Hearing her words, I sat up slowly, staring into Landen’s eyes as relief came over him. He realized that Drake couldn’t reach me there, that I was sheltered from the nightmares, but Jessica and Hannah now bore the horror that had tormented me for so many years. Landen’s relief was only a small reward. I wouldn’t rest until I stopped Drake from hurting anyone—not just the ones I cared for.
 
   The phone rang, and Brady dove across the room, answering it on the first ring; it was my mother, looking for my father. My father took the phone, whispering and promising my mother that we were all safe. I wondered how many houses she’d called, looking for us, how many knew now what we could do.
 
   Brady coaxed a sleepy Felicity to her room. As she glanced back at me, I whispered, “I’m sorry.”
 
   She smiled, understanding the chaos. Rose guided Olivia back to the guest room. My father went to speak. Not finding the words, his lips hesitated. Landen then answered the unasked question. “Tell him, and the others. Right now, our bodies need rest,” he said, standing. I stood, too, and held him tightly. My father nodded and hugged me before we left, clearly relieved that Landen was cool with him telling his father about this night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Landen drove us home. Feeling the exhaustion come over us, we laid our bodies down, clinging to one another. Sleep came immediately. Rising in synch, we drifted onto the porch and rested on one of the couches as we watched the sun rise over the hill.
 
   As the night’s events raced over and over in our minds, we didn’t speak. Landen played with my hands, studying my fingertips, and the ring that still gleamed as if it were brand new. I tried remembering how many times I’d concentrated on a memory to help others, wondering if they’d seen what I was thinking. The only difference I could find was the connection that Olivia had to her aunt.
 
   Olivia was the mirror image of her mother. It was as if, for the first time, her aunt had let her sister go, passing the grief that she carried as she raised Olivia. Thinking of Olivia, I wondered, not doubting anything at that point, if Olivia’s mother had somehow helped me that night…if she were the light that came out of Olivia’s aunt.
 
   We watched as Aubrey pulled up. She reached for a basket in the front seat of the car and made her way to the door. Aubrey then peered through the window, and not seeing anyone, she set the basket on the porch and turned to leave. She hesitated and looked slowly toward the couch where we were laying, and her eyes searched, not focusing on anything. She walked back on the porch toward us.
 
   We glanced at each other, wondering if she could see us. Aubrey went to speak, and, holding her hand out, she hesitated, checking her words before she began. Smiling at herself, she then looked in our direction.
 
   “Landen…I’m sorry. We both are. But you have to understand, you’re our little boy…you’re so much like your father, ready to risk your life everyday to bring someone else safely home.” She smiled at herself, looking down the empty road.
 
   “Truth is, I dreamed of Willow, too. I could see you with her. I remember keeping you awake at night so you could sleep through the day, to see her longer while she slept in her time…you needed to have a childhood…so did she…that was our intent. We failed to see that you never carried the soul of a child. You were born for the task before you, and the way you feel about Willow is not only your reward, but also your weapon. I don’t want you to be upset. Being angry at the mistakes made by the heart will only leave you bitter. The time taken from you will be repaid beyond your imagination. Your father understands why you’ve built these walls, everyone does, I promise. He’ll wait for you to come to him. No more lectures. You’re a man now, and we’re all waiting for you to teach us, to tell us how to help you fill your purpose.” Aubrey looked down at her feet. I could feel her remorse.
 
   “Please just forgive us, trust us,” Aubrey said with tears pooling in her eyes.
 
   Landen couldn’t take another word. He woke himself up and ran down the stairs, almost tripping on the basket in the threshold. Running to her, he scooped her up, and happy tears flowed out of her pale green eyes. Giving him a moment, I woke and stayed in our bed, feeling him change her mood.
 
   After a shower, I found my sketchbook. The first sketch I drew was of the room Olivia was in, struggling to call back every detail. Taking a deep breath, I faced my demons, literally. Landen came in the room, breakfast in hand; hesitating as he saw the outline of the hospital room, he didn’t stop me. He simply sat down and calmly watched as the demons came to life in black and white.
 
   August knocked softly on the front door; we felt him coming and were waiting for him. Landen led August to the kitchen table. He was carrying what looked to be a large scroll. I followed shyly behind them.
 
   “Interesting night,” he commented as he sat down. We both smiled warily and settled at the table with August.
 
   “What is this?” Landen asked, looking at the scroll.
 
   “This is what you haven’t been told,” August said, smiling widely. My stomach turned. Landen reached over to hold my hand.
 
   August unrolled the scroll, revealing a large circle with lions, fish, rams, scales, twins and scorpions, there were other symbols that lined the outer edge as well. I couldn’t conceive what they might be. Dots were arranged under strange symbols.
 
   “Landen, this is your birth chart. Your sun is in Pisces.” Landen nodded. “Your moon is in Virgo, that’s what gives you your ability to see truth,” August continued.
 
   “I’ve heard that before,” Landen commented. Grinning, he glanced at me.
 
   August nodded, then rolled out a second scroll. “Willow, this is yours. Your sun is in Scorpio, and your moon is in Leo, which gives you a powerful impact on emotions, both yours and others.”
 
   My eyes widened. Moon…I’d never heard of a moon sign. “I don’t understand, how do you know that?” 
 
   “When we’re born, each planet is aligned in a position, and their positions outline our characteristics. The alignments are not repeated exactly for 4,320,000 years. This means that there is not another person that shares your traits on Earth.”
 
   I noticed he still had two scrolls that he hadn’t unrolled. August smiled, his excitement growing as he unrolled the last two. They were much older than the ones he’d just shown us; the cloth the charts were on was frail and faded.
 
   He removed the vase from the table and arranged the four scrolls. The old ones were next to the new ones, and the markings were identical.
 
   “How is that possible?” Landen asked, clearly understanding the charts more than I did.
 
   “This is Aliyanna’s,” August said, pointing to the one that matched mine. “And this is Guardian’s,” he said, pointing to the one that mirrored Landen’s. I still didn’t understand. I looked at Landen, and his eyes were glazed over. His emotion was basked in disbelief, clearly denying whatever August was trying to tell us.
 
   “Who are they again?” I asked.
 
   “They were the first. Priests attempted to kill them, but instead they were pushed into the string.”
 
   “So, um, that’s why we can do what they could do?” My voice was timid. August smiled, and his eyes encouraged me to move past my first impressions.
 
   Landen closed his eyes and said, “You think we’re them…that we’re back?”
 
   August smiled at Landen and moved his hand to his shoulder. “I do.”
 
   “Wait, four million years…were dinosaurs even around then? That makes no sense to me,” I argued.
 
   Landen leaned back in his chair and looked at August, wanting him to teach me. August smiled and placed his hand on mine, then stared into my eyes. “First of all, to think that time can be measured is unwise. Second, I can see how you perceive this, Willow. The dimension you were raised in is still in its infancy. Most dimensions are not divided into countries, nor have one specific leader. In fact, beyond Infante and Esterious, there is only one other. Esterious is thought to be one of the first, they had passed the prehistoric times before Infante was ever conceived.”
 
   “How can you not have a leader?” I asked.
 
   “People lead people just like we live here. We can divide ourselves any way we wish, but we are still, in fact, a part of humanity. In most dimensions, one person doesn’t have a say over many. That’s seen as a form of judgment. ”
 
   Landen never looked in my direction. I felt a wall building between us, and I didn’t understand why.
 
   “What do you know about them? How do Drake and Perodine play into this?” asked Landen. August’s eyes questioned why Landen had said Perodine’s name.
 
   “Willow dreamed of her, too,” Landen offered.
 
   August smiled at me. “That makes sense. She is, or was, your mother.”
 
   Landen buried his face in his hands, shaking his head. August went on, “Perodine is a strong woman, but in her younger years she was subservient to her husband, Donalt. Each time she had a child, he would take their lives, fearing that they would take his power. Perodine turned to the universe. She planned her next child by the planets. She then developed powers to protect her and her child, Aliyanna, and those powers unwittingly suspended both Perodine and Donalt’s lives. Perodine’s plan was to never allow just one to rule—there must always be at least two. So she planned to give the power to Aliyanna and the man she loved.”
 
   August’s eyes fell to the charm around my neck. He smiled warmly as he looked back in my eyes. “Perodine had a medallion made—a sun filled with black glass to represent the darkness the world was in. A crescent moon was carved in the center to represent the rebirth of life. The star was placed on the back to show that the supremacy of man would always fall behind the universe—God. All the power that Perodine had found was placed inside the charm.
 
   “Aliyanna was promised to man in the court, a man her father had chosen for her, but her heart loved another: Guardian, a man of the common people. When Donalt learned of the charm and its power, he was furious, and his fury was intensified when he discovered his power would be shifted to a man of common standings. Donalt instructed his priest to remove Aliyanna’s power and to kill her and Guardian. The charm served its purpose, though, and protected both Aliyanna and Guardian,” August explained.
 
   “So, let me get this straight. You think that we’re those people? That this whole scenario is being played out again? Are you saying that Drake has been chosen for me by Donalt?” I clarified.
 
   I felt a deep rage and jealousy rise inside Landen. August could see it, too. He looked at Landen and put his hand on his shoulder. “I know that Drake has Donalt’s favor,” he said quietly.
 
   My eyes raced back and forth as I tried to understand why any of this mattered. I wanted to take it all away, to undo what had been done then, but then I remembered my dream with Perodine. “When I dreamed of Perodine, she told me she couldn’t undo what was done. What did she mean? Is that true, or can I fix this?” I asked.
 
   Landen looked at me quickly. I had never told him the details of the dream.
 
   August glanced in my direction. I could feel a deep respect inside of him. “Once a spell is spoken, it cannot be undone…it has to be resolved. I would say that she meant that whatever was said over you then still holds true today. The only prediction I know beyond your births is that ‘the innocent will lead you, and you will lead the innocent,’” August answered.
 
   My emotion moved to fear as Libby’s face flashed before me, and Landen felt the same way. We had no way to protect her; we both felt helpless and lost.
 
   “What happened after Guardian and Aliyanna landed in the string?” I asked, hoping that we’d done something to help Esterious.
 
   August looked down and traced the grain in the wooded table. He sighed, regretting his words as he spoke them. “Aliyanna had the power to go back, but…” August looked into my eyes. “You chose to stay, which left Esterious in the state it’s in today.” His tone was sympathetic. Landen’s anger grew as August spoke. He looked at August and said, “If Aliyanna had never met Guardian, would the people in Esterious be at peace now? Would the threat of war be the only way to bring them peace?”
 
   I looked sharply at Landen. What was he saying—that he wished we’d never met? I felt my insides fall, and all the color left my face.
 
   August leaned forward and put his hand on Landen’s shoulder. “Both Aliyanna and Guardian were wise people. They never would have hurt anyone intentionally. You were made for each other, don’t let this story cause you to forget that,” he said with deep concern in his voice. “You were there, we were not, the stories shifted over time, they always do. What you began then will be completed now, not a doubt in my mind, son.”
 
   Landen broke his gaze with August and stared at the table. “I need to know how to heal her friends and stop those demons,” he said, standing, not wanting to look at the charts. “That’s my problem now, not old myths and superstitions.”
 
   August didn’t seem surprised by Landen’s obvious rebellion to what he was hearing. “The only difference between black magic and white magic is the intent. You’re going to have to find the counterpart to what was spoken over them.”
 
   “Will these rings help, or the medallion?” Landen asked, staring out the window.
 
   “Only you truly know the power of those rings; they belonged to you then.”
 
   “How serious is it that they have the star?” Landen asked.
 
   “Willow is the power—the star has part of her energy from the past. Any part of Willow gives them a source of power that is undeserved.” 
 
   I could feel people coming, our family, and so could Landen. Our time alone with August was coming to an end, and we still had so many questions.
 
   “You will find your way and finish what you left undone. I’m sure of it,” August said.
 
   August saw Ashten through the window walking toward our home. He was across the field, and he wasn’t alone; my father, Marc, Chrispin, Brady, Dane, and Clarissa were all with him. August smiled at Landen and bowed his head. We knew that this conversation was over, at least for now. August gathered the scrolls and moved the vase back to the table.
 
   Landen walked over to where I sat, pulled me up, and wrapped his arms around my waist. He then leaned his head against mine. His eyes were closed; he was blocking them all out, putting us in our own world. August walked outside to meet the others, giving us our privacy.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” he asked me.
 
   “All I can see are the demons.”
 
   “Do you want me to bring your friends here for now?” he thought quietly.
 
   I didn’t answer Landen’s thoughts. He kissed my forehead and pulled my hand toward the door.
 
   “Let’s go get them,” he said under his breath.
 
   We walked out to the porch where they were all waiting, and the quiet whispers stopped when they saw us. Landen looked at his dad first, then at each of them in the eye, one by one.
 
   “We need to bring those girls back here until we can stop the demons. Does anyone have any objections to that?” Landen asked.
 
   Ashten glanced at August, then they looked at my father. My father cleared his throat. “We’ve brought family here before. Olivia seems to be fine,” he answered, looking up at Landen.
 
   “What is he talking about?” I asked Landen.
 
   “There’s an old myth that you must be loved by someone who lives here to survive in Chara.”
 
   “You tell us what you need us to do,” Ashten said, beaming with pride as he looked at Landen.
 
   “What’s your plan?” Marc asked.
 
   Landen looked down then out to the others. Their anticipation and excitement frightened him. He didn’t want them involved in this at all. “Jason, we heard the mothers talk about you last night. They respect your medical opinion. Do you think you could convince them to let the girls come with you?”
 
   “I’m sure I could think of something,” my father said, certain of himself.
 
   “Dane, your mother is expecting you any day now. I say we go to Franklin with Dane. Jason, you can run into one of the parents and convince them that you have to take them away somewhere,” Landen planned out. The others nodded in agreement.
 
   “All right then. We need to go, it’s almost night time there,” my dad said.
 
   August decided to stay behind. I reasoned he didn’t want to place himself between Ashten and Landen. We waited as Ashten and my father called home. Brady and Chrispin didn’t have to go far to say goodbye to Felicity and Olivia. They were in the field by our house, picking flowers. Olivia’s emotion elevated as she heard Chrispin’s voice…the emotion was undeniable. “Has he told her yet?” I asked, knowing how they both felt about each other and that Olivia would never have the nerve to say it first.
 
   Landen smiled as he watched them. “He’s waiting. He thinks she needs to see his face,” Landen answered. Feeling my disapproval, he wrapped his arm around me. “I know. Don’t worry. I can tell he can’t wait much longer. It’s kind of funny to think back about how worried he was about looking, and then you come along and throw her into his arms.”
 
   The smirk on his face made me smile, but we were both too stressed to find the energy to laugh.
 
   In the string, I lingered near the back with Clarissa. I thought Landen needed space. I didn’t feel comfortable with the way he was acting…he had changed since he’d seen the charts. He was aloof and trying desperately not to seem that way to me. Brady and Marc took the time to try and show Dane the passages. He was able to feel them, but the colors escaped him.
 
   “So, do you think I am going to like Franklin?” Clarissa asked me.
 
   Like any other time I’d seen Clarissa, she resembled a runway model: a unique beauty that could capture anyone’s attention.
 
   “I think Franklin is really going to like you,” I muttered, smiling faintly.
 
   Clarissa grinned, staring at Dane. “He never really talks about anyone from there, except you and his family.”
 
   I smiled, remembering how oddly Dane and I fit into Franklin. “For us, it was like a waiting room. We’ve always known that we were meant to be somewhere else,” I offered as I realized that my soul seemed to know way more than my mind.
 
   Clarissa grinned and wrapped her arm around me. “The first time I heard about New York, I was ten. Something always told me that was the place I was supposed to meet the one…that makes me think this is all fate. I was meant for the one person out there that could see in the string, already connected to you. We were meant to help you.”
 
   As Infante came into view, green passages illuminated the walls. Landen glanced back in my direction, smiled slightly, and then walked on. A moment later, the walls seemed to turn completely green, and you couldn’t see one passage from another. Landen stopped and looked at the wall cautiously. The others watched him carefully. To them, it was solid white.
 
   “What is it, Landen?” Ashten asked.
 
   “I’m trying to remember which one is Willow’s house. That’s the best place we could all appear out of nowhere without being noticed,” Landen said, debating now on one area of the wall.
 
   The admiration coming from the others was intensified in the string. Landen held his hand up, telling us all to stay put then he stepped inside the haze. Everyone in the string tensed, expecting Landen to feel the burn as he walked through the wall. I saw Ashten look at my father and shake his head in disbelief.
 
   Seconds passed, and Landen didn’t come back. I felt my heart rate rise. Pain was seeping into my veins, the same way it did when he left me before. I held my breath, trying to block it out, but with each second that passed it intensified. I saw spots in my vision, and my head started to spin. I fell back without warning. Brady, who was standing beside me, caught me.
 
   “Jason, what’s going on here?” Brady yelled.
 
   My father quickly turned and saw my condition. I felt his panic, along with everyone else’s. It wasn’t helping me at all—it was draining me.
 
   “It’s happening again. Their bodies can’t be separated by the string,” my father said, trying to remain calm. My head was so heavy it fell back.
 
   “What do we do?” Brady said, picking me up. “Do I walk through the wall?”
 
   Suddenly, I felt life come back into me—I felt Landen again.
 
   “No,” I heard Landen say.
 
   He emerged several feet from where he’d disappeared, walked quickly to Brady, and took me from his arms. With his touch, the pain left, leaving a tingle in its wake. I was weak. It had taken my energy, but when Landen kissed my lips, it sent a rush of energy through me. He squeezed me in his arms, and it was as if nothing ever happened.
 
   “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking. Are you okay?” he thought.
 
   I nodded. Hating that I looked weak. Feeling that emotion he slowly put me down.
 
   “Is something wrong? Why didn’t you come back?” Marc asked, ready for a fight.
 
   “No, that goes to their house, but there are a ton people there, cleaning up after the fire.” I couldn’t just disappear. I had to find another opening.
 
   “Let me look at you,” my father said. He circled Landen and me, shaking his head. “I don’t understand why you can’t be apart. I mean, you were apart for eighteen years.”
 
   “Maybe that’s their bodies way of saying that they should have never been kept apart in the first place,” Brady bit out, still upset with Ashten for hiding me from Landen.
 
   Clarissa saw the potential disagreement and added a more positive note. “Or maybe it symbolizes that they are now joined forever,” she said, glancing at Brady. “We can’t change the past. We’ve all made mistakes in judgment.”
 
   Landen squeezed me tighter and kissed the top of my head. I could sense turmoil inside him. He didn’t want his family to fight over any of this. My father nodded in Clarissa’s direction and let the matter go.
 
   The current in the string began to flow more aggressively, and the hum grew a little bit louder. Landen looked at my father. “You don’t have long to convince them to come. The storm will pass here in less than six hours,” he warned.
 
   “I don’t think it’s going to be hard. Grace told me that both Jessica and Hannah’s parents wanted the girls to go with Willow to Paris,” my father said.
 
   Landen held me tight and led us forward. Everyone lined up behind us, and we passed through the green wall together. The passage led to a wooded area just fifty yards from my house. I could still smell the smoke in the air.
 
   We causally walked to the road, and in the distance I could hear hammers and saws. As we approached the house, trucks lined the street in front of the shell of a home that was left. People were rushing in every direction. 
 
   We walked into the front yard, and I looked up at the home in which I was raised, the one in which my mother was raised, the brick remained in place. The roof was gone, and so were all the windows.
 
   It didn’t take long for someone to notice us. On the front porch was Josh’s father, Mr. Campbell. He owned a very successful construction company. Mr. Campbell saw my father and grinned from ear to ear. 
 
   “Well, now, I didn’t expect to see you back so soon,” he said to my father, once he reached our side.
 
   “We’re just passing through. Grace wanted me and Willow to see if there was anything that could be saved before we went overseas,” my father said, clearly not comfortable lying.
 
   “Now, Jason, I told you the night it burned that I was going to fix this for you, and I meant it,” Mr. Campbell said looking over his shoulder, then back at my father, feeling proud of what he’d accomplished in such a short time.
 
   “Really, it’s not necessary,” my father said, raising his hands.
 
   “Look, Jason, I had doctor after doctor tell me I needed open heart surgery, but you took one look at me and told me how to heal myself. I vowed then to repay you. All these people here, they don’t work for me. They’re volunteers, your patients, Grace’s friends, and Willow’s friends. I’ve never known a man as good as you before, none of us have. This is our way of saying thank you.”
 
   “I really do appreciate this. This town will always be a part of me and Grace,” my father said humbly.
 
   “Well, there isn’t a lot that can be salvaged. We have a few storage containers in the back of the house. Anything that we think you’d still want or use, we put in there,” Mr. Campbell said, looking at all of the people my father had with him. His eyes landed on Dane. “Son, your mother is going to be happy to see you.” He then looked around at the trucks lining the street. “How did all of you get here?”
 
   “Cab,” my father said quickly. “We’re actually on a layover, and we don’t have very long before our next flight,” he continued, getting better at lying.
 
   Mr. Campbell nodded as my father talked; that was a trait about him that I’d always found funny. “Well, I’ll tell you what,” he said, pulling his keys out of his pocket. “Dane, take my truck go and introduce that pretty thing you have with you to your mother.”
 
   Clarissa blushed, not knowing how to respond to Mr. Campbell. Smiling, Dane took the keys then glanced back at Landen and me before he left; it was clear he was amused by how blunt Mr. Campbell was.
 
   “I tell you what, Jason. They’ve been hoping you would show up. Seems two girls showed up at the hospital, and they don’t know what to make of what’s wrong with them,” Mr. Campbell said.
 
   “Are they still at the hospital?” my father asked.
 
   “No, I believe they sent them home,” Mr. Campbell answered, waving his son, Josh, over to us. Josh walked over to all of us and looked at Landen and Brady, confusion all over his face.
 
   “Are you a doctor, too?” Mr. Campbell asked Ashten.
 
   I felt my father’s embarrassment as he looked back at us, realizing he hadn’t introduced anyone. “I’m sorry. That was rude of me. This is Ashten. Yes, he’s a doctor; he taught me everything I know,” he said.
 
   Mr. Campbell reached over and shook Ashten’s hand. Everyone else was trying not to laugh at the idea of Ashten being a doctor.
 
   “And these are his sons, Brady and Landen, and his nephews, Chrispin and Marc,” my father said.
 
   Mr. Campbell shook everyone’s hands, saving Landen’s for last. It was not hard to see that we were a couple. Since the pain in the string, Landen had made sure that one part of him was always touching me.
 
   “You must be a lucky man,” Mr. Campbell said to Landen. “I told my son Josh here that girls like Willow are rare.” Mr. Campbell looked back at Josh, shaking his head in a teasing manner. “Maybe next time he’ll listen to me.”
 
   Josh rolled his eyes at his father then nodded in Landen’s direction, still confused.
 
   “Josh, let Jason take your truck. He needs to go and check on those girls,” Mr. Campbell said. Josh complied without complaint.
 
   “I want to stay here to see what’s in storage,” I said to Landen and my father.
 
   “Dad, just go with Jason. I’ll stay here with them,” Brady said to Ashten.
 
   Mr. Campbell waved then turned to go back to the house. Josh looked at Landen one more time then followed his dad.
 
   “Maybe your herb didn’t work that well on him,” I thought, Landen shrugged his shoulders, not really caring what Josh thought of him.
 
   “We’ll be back in a little bit,” my father said over his shoulder.
 
   Brady and Chrispin walked toward the house, and Mr. Campbell gave them hard hats before he allowed them in. Landen, Marc, and I walked around the house. Looking up at the damage, I felt an overwhelming grief. I wondered how many people I would bring destruction to before this conflict with Drake was over. I tried to hide my emotion from Landen, but he felt it.
 
   “I’m sorry, Willow,” he thought, filling with remorse.
 
   Though we never lost touch, I could feel his mind drifting somewhere else. If I could turn back time, I wouldn’t have allowed him to look at those birth charts. They’d changed him.
 
   We walked around the house along the fence. Volunteers had laid out paintings that could be saved. Most of them were mine, a few were my mother’s. I walked by them slowly. Remembering the images, I wondered if I’d really helped them, or if I’d only sustained them for the moment.
 
   “Are all of these yours?” Marc asked.
 
   “The ones of the people are,” I answered.
 
   My mother was more of a still art painter. Marc leaned closer to get a better look. “I think I know this girl,” he said, looking at one of the paintings. It was one I had done of a young girl almost a year ago. I remembered how lonely she felt.
 
   “Landen, this looks like that girl we helped bring home a while back—for umm… what was his name? Austin, wasn’t it?” Marc said, not feeling sure of himself.
 
   Landen looked closer at the painting. “It does look like her,” he said. “Was she lonely?” he asked me.
 
   I nodded, astonished that it could be the same girl. “You know her?” 
 
   “Maybe. We’ve carried so many home, it’s hard to say for sure. I only remember her because she had no family or belongings. Austin found her living in a shelter; a storm had taken everything from her. It was like she breathed for the first time when she stepped through the gates of Chara.
 
   I smiled, hoping it was the same girl. I wanted all the people that I’d helped to be happy.
 
   In the center of the backyard, there were two large containers. Inside them were more paintings, books, and small knick-knacks. I walked in and started going through the things, making a pile for us to carry home to my mother. I knew it would make her feel better.
 
   The sun was setting, and the volunteers were leaving one by one. Brady and Chrispin came over to us. We all leaned against the fence, waiting for my father. Mr. Campbell waved at us as he climbed in the passenger seat of another truck. I was sure he was going to Gina’s Diner to retrieve his truck. Josh and Chase came around the house with handfuls of bottled water, then they walked over and passed them out to us.
 
   “Thank you,” Landen said, taking two bottles, one for me and one for him.
 
   Josh had yet to lose his confused expression. He must have said something to Chase because now they both looked confused. “It’s Livingston, right?” Josh said to Landen. Marc and Chrispin were in mid-drink when they heard Josh. They both stopped and stared at him while Landen tilted his head and pulled his brows together, questioning Josh.
 
   “Landen,” Landen said finally. I could feel the tension building.
 
   “Sorry. My fault,” Josh said, glancing from Landen to Chase.
 
   “Do you know a Livingston?” Chase asked Landen.
 
   Landen’s lips turned into a sinful smile. “I think I may have met one before. Why do you ask?” 
 
   Chase and Josh shook their heads and laughed at themselves. “It’s nothing,” Chase said.
 
   “Chase,” I said sternly, knowing that he knew something. Landen put his hand on my shoulder, trying to calm me down before I lost my temper.
 
   “All right,” Chase said, raising his hands, knowing that I’d rip him apart if he didn’t come clean. “Remember your friend, Drake?” I rolled my eyes. “Yeah, anyway, he asked Josh and me if we’d ever seen a guy named Livingston with you or your dad. He said he was tall, dark, wavy hair and unmistakable dimples. We thought he was talking about an older man, but I don’t know,” Chase said, looking at Landen. “You kind of fit the profile. We just thought it was weird that you showed up after he said that.”
 
   Landen turned his head slightly to look at Marc and get his take on what Chase had said. Josh followed Landen’s eyes to Marc. “Hey, do you know Drake?” he asked. Every one of us stared at Josh in disbelief.
 
   “Should I?” Marc asked, trying not to look baffled.
 
   “I don’t know. You just look like him,” Josh said defensively.
 
   Everyone turned and stared at Marc. It was clear the comparison made him uncomfortable. Josh had a point, though. Both Drake and Marc were built the same way, with a dominant profile I hadn’t noticed before. I think it was the eyes that threw me off. Marc’s are light brown with a sparkle in them, but Drake’s are as dark as the night, with a degree of magnetism that pulls you in.
 
   Headlights beamed around the side of the house, breaking the tension; it was Gina’s truck. I could feel Clarissa and Dane. Landen held my hand and led us to the front of the house. Another van pulled in behind Gina’s. I felt Hannah and Jessica with my father and Ashten. My father must have had success.
 
   Dane and Clarissa got out of the truck and walked over to the van where the girls were. Olivia’s aunt was driving, and my father was in the passenger seat. He rolled down the window. “Willow, I have good news for you,” he said. “It seems Jessica and Hannah are in need of some relaxation to relieve some stress they’re under, so I invited them to come to Paris with us for a week.” I smiled, not having to try hard to seem surprised. Olivia’s aunt leaned forward, looking at all of us grinning, but her eyes hesitated on Chrispin for a moment. That’s when I remembered showing her Olivia dancing with Chrispin.
 
   Landen remembered, too, and he quickly stepped in front of Chrispin. “You guys split up. They’re going to take us to the airport,” my father said. Landen nodded, then turned and pushed Chrispin and Brady in the direction of Gina’s truck. Chrispin looked back at Landen like he’d lost his mind. Landen nodded his head, telling Chrispin to go. Once out of sight, we climbed in the van with Jessica and Hannah. My father had given them something to help them relax, and it was clear it was already taking effect by the peace I felt within them and the smiles on their faces.
 
   After we were dropped off at the airport, we waited for a few moments, then hailed a cab to take us back to the passages near my house. Inside the string, the current was flowing more aggressively than before, causing us to rush through the passage. Landen and I stayed on the outside, ready to pull everyone through if the storm erupted before we reached Chara.
 
   Once home in Chara, we took Hannah and Jessica to my father’s house. I could sense how nervous my father was about having them here. I’d never thought my father believed in myths, but then again, I never imagined that he was from another dimension either. It seemed everyone except Marc had someone to see, to tell that they were home safely. Marc, Dane, and Clarissa followed us back to our house, and we all gathered in the living room.
 
   “You don’t think I look like Drake, do you?” Marc asked Landen.
 
   “Does it matter if you do?” Landen retorted, falling back into one of the large chairs and staring at the ceiling.
 
   Marc was immediately irritated by Landen’s short tone. Landen was being distant with everyone, but I’m sure it hurt me more than them.
 
   “I just want to know how he knew Dad’s name,” Marc argued.
 
   “He’s always in Esterious,” Clarissa answered, trying to give Landen a break from always having to have the answers.
 
   “So am I. So are you. Did he say our name? No.”
 
   Landen sat up and looked at me, then at Marc.
 
   “Where is your dad anyway?” Landen asked.
 
   Marc stopped pacing and looked back at Landen; a singe of fear hit him. “I don’t know. I haven’t seen him since your celebration…Ashten said he went to Esterious to find a way in the palace.”
 
   “He should be back by now, don’t you think?” Landen said.
 
   Marc had been so distracted by everything that had happened that he hadn’t noticed. Guilt came to him immediately.
 
   “You know, you’re right,” Marc answered. Fear coursed through the room. Marc rushed to the kitchen to call Ashten.
 
   Aubrey told him that he was already on his way to our house. We waited, watching Marc get more upset, pacing across the room.
 
   Ashten and my father came through the back door at the same time. As they came into the room, their concern grew as they saw Marc in his freaked state.
 
   “What’s going on?” asked Ashten.
 
   “Where’s Dad? Shouldn’t he back by now?”
 
   “Well, not really. He was intent on staying until all this was worked out,” answered Ashten.
 
   “Did he go into the palace?” Marc asked as his anxiety grew.
 
   “I don’t think he’d try anything that would put himself in danger,” Ashten promised.
 
   I glanced in Landen’s direction. I could tell Ashten didn’t believe his own words.
 
   “We need to get him, he needs to know what we know!” Marc yelled.
 
   “What do we know? What did you guys figure out?” Ashten demanded realizing that they were missing something.
 
   “Drake asked Willow’s friends if they knew a Livingston,” Landen explained.
 
   My father and Ashten looked at each other. I clearly felt their confusion and frustration.
 
   Ashten looked back at Marc. “I can see why that would bother you, but I’m sure there’s a reason,” Ashten stated in a forced calm tone as if he knew Marc was seconds away from doing something foolish.
 
   “Yeah and I’m going to find out right now,” Marc bit out, walking to the door.
 
   Ashten moved to block Marc’s exit. “You’re not going to find him tonight. Curfew has already set in—he won’t be out, and you’re sure to be killed if they see you on the streets,” he said as Marc’s face fell. “Look, he’s fine. We’ll all go in the morning, well, Jason and I will go with you.”
 
   Ashten glanced in Landen’s direction, then at me. 
 
   “We’re not afraid of him. We’re going to have to face him sooner or later,” Landen said shortly.
 
   “Later sounds better to me,” retorted Clarissa, reminding Landen that this affected all of them, not just us.
 
   Landen closed his eyes and shook his head, avoiding a sarcastic remark that he would regret as soon as he said it.
 
   “Look, let’s just argue about this tomorrow. You all need your rest, especially if we’re going to Esterious tomorrow,” Ashten said, defusing the situation.
 
   Marc charged toward the door, anger coursing through him. He had every intent of going to Esterious that night.
 
   “Marc,” Landen said, halting him. “Rest…I know where you sleep.”
 
   Marc’s face fell then he turned and walked slowly out the door. He knew we could see his intent, as well as the fact that if we wanted to we could watch him sleep without him ever seeing us.
 
   The blunt prediction and threat that Landen had given left the room stunned; the power that we’d built using each other had escaped their attention until now.
 
   “So, am I to presume that you two will not need me tonight?” my father asked.
 
   “No, we’ll stay here,” Landen answered, staring at the ground.
 
   Dane and Clarissa quietly walked out after Marc. Before leaving, my father walked over to where I sat and kissed my forehead. Ashten hesitated, then followed.
 
   We were now completely alone, and for the first time in my life, that was something I didn’t want. I could feel the tension between us. The pressure of everything that was happening to us made itself known.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Landen stood and walked to the mantle. He was staring at my willow tree. His anguish hit me like a ton of bricks.
 
   “Willow,” he said solemnly, “we’ve made a big mistake.” His words were a dagger in the heart. I tried to breathe, but I couldn’t find the air.
 
   “Excuse me?” I managed to exhale out.
 
   He stared at the floor with disdain. “It’s my fault that those people in Esterious live that way that all this is happening to the people you care about.”
 
   I stood, walking to him slowly. His emotions were a brick wall between us. I reached for his arm, and he shifted away. He wouldn’t look at me. The rejection burned every part of me.
 
   “You can’t say that we have no control over—”
 
   “Willow, you haven’t seen what I’ve seen, know what I know. Donalt’s people— those people live a life that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”
 
   “Landen—”
 
   He raised his hand to stop me. “No, listen to me. It’s a virtual hell. No color, they live in identical houses, inside and out, they eat the same food, wear the same clothes, work day in and day out. They’re executed if they break the simplest law. No one smiles or laughs. It’s dark, no life. No one has a will to live.”
 
   “How is that your or my fault?” I shouted, defending us both.
 
   He paced the floor, his hands on his head, his eyes closed.
 
   “I stole your heart. You were supposed to stop all of that, but you fell in love with me and never looked back, and now look—how many people do you think have died because we were too selfish?”
 
   “I am not selfish,” I bit out.
 
   Landen turned quickly and put his hands on my shoulders. His eyes were different. The blue had changed, and the window to his soul was closed.
 
   “Willow, listen to me. If you have to choose between me or saving those people, I want you to save them. I don’t think you can have both.”
 
   I jerked his hands off me and stepped back, more angry than I’d ever been in my life.
 
   “Are you insane? What are you saying? You—you want me to be with Drake!”
 
   “Willow—”
 
   “No. Don’t ‘Willow’ me! One minute you’re telling me that you love me and you’re going to fix everything, and the next you’re telling me to go to another man. How dare you!”
 
   “I am not telling you to go to another man!”
 
   “Yes, you are! Are you even listening to yourself?”
 
   “Willow, I told you to save those people.”
 
   “Which means I have to be with Drake! How can you stand there and ask me to pay for something that was done millions of years ago?”
 
   “Do you think this isn’t killing me? Do you not feel how bad it hurts for me to tell you that? We have to fix what we’ve done wrong. Chara will go to war with Esterious, they will never think twice about it. People will die, Willow. They have died because of us, and will die because of us.”
 
   “What did we do?”
 
   “You didn’t go back, that’s what.” He bit out.
 
   “So now you’re saying that by us staying here, that was a mistake? That this dimension, your family, my family—every single person who has a soul mate because of you is a mistake?”
 
   “We didn’t stop them, and now look—look at your friends, look at our family. We did this.”
 
   “Do you happen to remember what happened four million years ago, because I sure don’t. If you do, enlighten me. Tell me why I’m cold and selfish?”
 
   “I didn’t say you were cold.”
 
   “Basically, you did. I know that if those stupid charts are right and I’m back or whatever they mean, then I should be the same person, and I happen to know myself well: if I stayed here, I had a damn good reason.”
 
   “You loved me.”
 
   “And I still love you, and if that was my reason it was good enough then, and it’s good enough now.”
 
   “Willow, neither one of us will let others suffer so we can be together.”
 
   “You have lost your mind!” I screamed.
 
   He didn’t say anything. He just turned his back to me. I felt rage coursing through every part of me. I took off the necklace with the charm and slid off the ring, then sat them on the table and walked to the front door.
 
   “Don’t leave,” he said. “You just told me to be with Drake. To be a pawn in a game that I’m not playing,” I said coldly as I opened the door.
 
   “Willow—”
 
   I stormed out of the front door and down the front steps. I couldn’t find my breath, my chest hurt so badly. Landen didn’t follow me. He knew I wasn’t going far. I ran through the field. I didn’t know where I was running to, I just knew I was running from it all. My entire life flashed before me, all the people I knew, the dreams, Landen, Drake, Perodine, my family, my Libby. I ran as if the demons themselves were on my heels. I couldn’t see through my tears or hear anything over my heartbeat.
 
   I didn’t stop until my breath left me. I fell to my knees and looked up; the moon was almost full. I could see the outline. It taunted me…I felt so small and insignificant…why me?
 
   Any other person could have played my role, and they would have been strong enough to fight this battle. Why would I find Landen, only to have to choose to lose him? Why would anyone hurt me that badly? What did I do to deserve this? I crawled the three feet between me and the base of the large windmill, then leaned my weak body against it and raised my head to the heavens. My breath was coming back slowly, but the pain in my chest was real. My heart was breaking.
 
   The stars seemed so close, as if I could touch them. I’d never noticed them before, how detailed and extraordinary they were.
 
   I don’t know how long I sat there, questioning who I was, before I felt someone coming toward me. I glanced up to see a small figure on the hilltop. It was Rose. Her emotions were so peaceful that I felt that emotion seep into my soul. When she reached me, she sat down quietly by my side.
 
   “How did you find me?” I asked.
 
   “Libby called me. She said you were sad.”
 
   “Did you call Landen?”
 
   “No, I could feel you. I knew you were alone,” she answered.
 
   I looked at her.
 
   “My home is right there.” She pointed to the hill she had just walked over. I smiled at myself, realizing that I’d run almost all the way to her house. “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   “He wants me to be with Drake. There’s nothing to talk about.”
 
   “You know that’s not true,” she said with a smirk.
 
   “He told me to choose him.”
 
   “Willow, I’m sure you only heard what you wanted to hear.”
 
   “It’s just not fair…it can’t be that black and white.”
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   “Then why is everyone telling me I have to choose?”
 
   “Who is ‘everyone’?”
 
   “Perodine, Landen—”
 
   “Did Perodine tell you to choose between Landen and Drake?”
 
   “She just said that I had to choose again…obviously, I chose Landen last time, and Landen thinks it’s our fault that the people in Esterious are suffering, that Monica is de-”
 
   I couldn’t even say the word before tears hit me like a flood. Rose wrapped her arms around me and let me cry, rocking me back and forth.
 
   “It’s not either of your faults. Everything has its reason, and you need to take this grief and use it as your weapon.”
 
   “Why am I being punished for the day I was born?” I asked, trying to dry my face.
 
   “Why do you think you are?” Rose asked, genuinely surprised.
 
   I sat up straight and shook my head in frustration. “Ever since I came to Chara, all I’ve heard about is the stars and moon alignments; it decides how you learn, what your insight is, and apparently dictates what your fate is. What is the purpose of living if it’s already chosen for you?” I blurted out angrily.
 
   Rose let her shoulders droop; she understood why I was so angry. She then shifted in front of me on her knees and gently placed her hands on my shoulders.
 
   “You’ve misunderstood why Chara looks to the heavens,” she said softly.
 
   I looked up at her and brushed my hair out of my eyes.
 
   “Chara’s foundation is love. We learn about our planets to help us understand who we are. If you love yourself, then you can love others more powerfully.” 
 
   “Then why am I asked to pay for something that was done so long ago?” 
 
   “You chose this path. You were chosen by this path,” Rose said with certainty.
 
   “Rose, you aren’t making any sense,” I said, lowering my head.
 
   “Yes I am. You’re just not listening to me,” she said, a little louder than I expected.
 
   I looked up at her quickly.
 
   “At any moment, you can change your destiny. Your thoughts lead the way. Your soul is old, and you’ve chosen this path so often that it has now come to you at a younger age than ever before. So, it’s natural for it to feel forced upon you.”
 
   “Are you telling me that it doesn’t matter that August is walking around with a birth chart that says that I’m Aliyanna? That I selfishly left others behind to suffer?” 
 
   “I’m telling you that you are Willow Haywood, and Willow Haywood decides her fate, not the stars,” Rose said, lowering her head and looking up at me. “Listen to me, you have the strength to do this.” 
 
   “I have to have Landen. I don’t care if he doesn’t want me. That means I’m as selfish as he said I was.”
 
   Rose reached for my face and ran her hand across my cheek, then stared at me, smiling, pride coursing through her.
 
   “You have the heart of a woman, and a woman’s heart is the strongest thing in any dimension. We love without reason, and we can turn a heart of stone into water.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do?” 
 
   “You follow your heart. When you do that, everything will find its way. The woman who began this world knew that, and so do you.”
 
   “I didn’t go back. I stayed here, and so many have suffered.”
 
   “Do you honestly believe that you didn’t have a reason for staying in Chara?”
 
   I tilted my head and let my mind try to conceive what would have stopped me. Rose smiled as she felt me calm down.
 
   “Today, you do not have one. Go back with Landen and right what is wronged, side by side.”
 
   “He doesn’t want me. He wants me to be with Drake.”
 
   “Now, I doubt that,” Rose said, standing. She smiled over her shoulder at me as she walked over the hill in front of her house. I sat stunned for a moment. What was my reason? A moment later, I felt a strong emotion of love and knew Landen was coming to find me, and he was coming fast.
 
   In the distance, in the light of the moon, I could see Landen running in my direction.
 
   I was so mad at him. 
 
   So freaking in love with him.
 
   I ran to him.
 
    I was running home, where I belonged.
 
   When we reached each other, our bodies collided with powerful force. His lips found mine and as they moved with mine you would have thought it was the air we were breathing. He was holding me so tight, it almost hurt.
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. I love you, and I would die before I let you leave me for anyone. I love you, Willow. I’ve loved you from my first breath.”
 
   “I love you.” 
 
   We fell to the ground, holding one another. In the field of beautiful flowers surrounded by darkness, under a moon that was nearly full, we loved each other. Our kisses were deep and full of raw passion at first, but with each touch, each stroke of our tongues we became gentler. Instead of hiding behind our wickedly dark emotions we started to use our insights, we started to make sure that every desire was granted. His presence completely consumed me.
 
   At that moment we owned the night. The flowers were our bed, the warmth of the summer air and the stars were our blankets, and the rhythm of our passion was serenaded by the distant sounds of nature. 
 
   I wanted to crawl inside of him and hide there for the rest of my life. I wanted to forget who I was, who I am, and what was still left to be done. 
 
   Once back at our house, in our room, Landen reached in his pocket and pulled out my necklace and ring. He clasped the necklace around my neck. I felt a tingle as the medallion touched my chest. He gently reached for my hand and slid the silver ring on. It hummed and brightened as it rested on my skin. He looked deeply into my eyes; my window to his soul was opened again, and the blue was breathtaking. I lost myself. If it were possible, I think I fell deeper in love with him.
 
   “We’ll do this together, me and you,” he said softly.
 
   I wrapped my arms around him and closed my eyes, knowing that I’d never choose anyone above him. I wouldn’t let any one get hurt because of us either.
 
   After drifting to sleep, Landen made good on his promise, and we went to Marc’s house. We found him pacing the floor in his room, wanting to go, daring to see if he would be able to get away with it. Landen walked over to his bed pulled back the covers, and Marc jumped with a startle. I reached for the light and turned it off. He walked slowly to his bed and laid down stiffly. We sat against the wall and watched him stare at the ceiling.
 
   “I still feel her,” Marc said into the room. “I’m not crazy. I will find her one day,” he finished.
 
   I could feel the words hit Landen like a ton of bricks. “Why is Marc alone?” I thought.
 
   Landen stared at Marc with compassion. “The urge to look doesn’t come until at least the age of twenty, but for some it comes much later. Some say it’s because those have a purpose to fill,” Landen explained.
 
   “You think he hasn’t looked because he’s still looking for his mother?”
 
   “He remembers her more clearly than Chrispin. I can see how his search for her would cloud over the urge to want to find his soul mate.”
 
   “Doesn’t he realize when he finds her that she’ll make him stronger?” 
 
   Landen glanced at me letting that sinful grin emerge before wrapping his arms around me. “He knows we’re not meant to be alone. He just needs his time.”
 
   After Marc drifted to sleep, we made our way to my father’s house to check on Jessica and Hannah. They were both in the guest room, sound asleep. There were no demons; our plan to protect them had worked.
 
   Before leaving, we checked in on our little princess, Libby. Her eyes were closed as they fluttered back and forth. I pulled the blanket up over her shoulder. Just as we went to leave, she said, “How many?” We looked quickly at her to see her still sleeping. “What color?” she said, a little louder.
 
   We passed a curious look, careful not to move or wake her. “What do I say?” Libby said turning in her bed.
 
   “Will Willow come home with Landen?” Her face squinted together, then she lay silent.
 
   Stunned, we didn’t move, waiting for her to say anything to answer the questions she’d asked.
 
   Libby never moved again, but we rested our souls in her window seat, watching her sleep, waiting for her to say or do something, knowing she could very well hold the key to every question we’d ever had.
 
   At daybreak, a knock on our front door woke us. We heard footsteps coming in the hall and up the steps; we knew it was Marc. Landen grudgingly pulled the covers over us, letting our bodies wake up before arguing with him.
 
   “Ahh…so how does it feel having someone come in your room and scare the hell out of you?” Marc said as he walked in our bedroom door.
 
   Landen threw a pillow at him. “It was for your own good, and you know it,” he said, wiping the sleep out of his eyes.
 
   “Look, as I was lying there last night, I realized something,” Marc said.
 
   “What? That I was right?” Landen mocked.
 
   “No,” Marc said, throwing the pillow back at Landen. “You said you could control where you go, right?” Landen nodded, squinting at Marc through the sunlight. “So you could beam yourself right into that Palace and take that star back, couldn’t you?”
 
   “Jason thinks they’d be able to hurt us,” Landen corrected.
 
   Marc’s enthusiasm faded as he walked over and sat on the edge of the bed.
 
   “Hey, do you mind? Can we have a minute here?” Landen said, pushing Marc off the bed with his foot. Marc looked at me and blushed a little before leaving the room, giving us a chance to get dressed. Landen looked at me and shook his head in disbelief.
 
   “The best part about getting through this is the idea of having you all to myself.”
 
   Even though I knew he meant it, I still laughed at his new observation.
 
   Downstairs, Marc had laid out breakfast for us, and he stared at Landen and me as we ate. Every once in awhile, he would start to say something, then hesitate and look out the window.
 
   “Say it,” Landen said as he finished his breakfast and pushed his plate away from him.
 
   “This doesn’t freak you out?” Marc said with a burst of air coming from him.
 
   “What part?” I asked, making light of his perspective.
 
   “I just think, Landen, you and I have seen a lot of crazy stuff over the years, but nothing like this, like the two of you,” Marc said.
 
   Landen shifted in his seat, giving Marc a stern look and a sideways glance at me before he answered.
 
   “I don’t know why you’re so surprised. I’ve known you my whole life. You knew about the dreams and the intent I could see.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean that I knew that you were really out walking around with Willow somewhere. Where did you guys meet anyway?”
 
   We glanced at each other; we’d never even tried to figure out where we went.
 
   “We don’t know,” Landen said as he stared into my eyes.
 
   “We’ve been to a lot of places, you’ve never seen the place awake once?” Marc pushed.
 
   Landen leaned back in his chair and stared forward as the memories danced across his eyes. I felt him remembering all the places that had brought him joy.
 
   “I’ve never been there awake. I’m sure of it,” he said finally, staring at me again.
 
   “Are you ready for this? I’ve watched that world tear my father apart,” Marc said, calling Landen’s attention back to him.
 
   “It doesn’t matter if we’re ready or not, it’s here,” Landen answered, reaching over and squeezing my hand.
 
   Marc leaned back in his seat, seeing that he wasn’t going to talk us down from whatever we faced. “You’re my purpose,” he said.
 
   “What?” Landen said, surprised.
 
   “My purpose…is to keep you safe,” Marc said in a hushed voice.
 
   “Marc—”
 
   “No, Landen. Seriously, I know what I’m talking about. I remember when you were born, looking at you and knowing that I was supposed to protect you.”
 
   “You were just being a good ‘brother’…you feel the same for Chrispin.”
 
   “No, that’s just it. Chrispin is my baby brother, and yes, if I was there and he needed me, I’d keep him safe, but with you I feel like I’m supposed to make sure that I’m there to protect you,” Marc argued.
 
   Landen sighed deeply and shook his head as Marc finished his explanation. “Listen, I want you to put what you just told me aside and clear your head…find that feeling and follow it. We all need someone, you aren’t meant to be alone.”
 
   “I know that. I just have to do this first, so if you’re ready, then bring it on,” Marc said with an uncanny boyish grin.
 
   Through the kitchen window, I saw Libby in the valley; she was picking flowers, and she had a basket almost too large for her to carry. As I focused on her, I could feel her urgency. Landen followed my stare, and so did Marc. “I wonder what she’s doing out so early,” Marc muttered.
 
   “Something’s wrong,” I said to Landen, pushing back from the table, not losing sight of her. As Landen and Marc followed me, my quick walk turned into a sprint. “Libby, what’s wrong? Libby? What’s wrong?” I screamed. Libby jumped as she heard me, and relief filled her eyes.
 
   “Willow, help me find the blue and green ones,” she ordered.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Willow, hurry—blue and green, I need lots.” Libby was now frantically searching the ground, looking at all the flowers.
 
   “Find blue and green ones, hurry!” I yelled at Landen and Marc as they approached, and the three of us searched the ground frantically with Libby. Once her basket was full, she took off in a sprint toward her house, and we all followed her.
 
   As we approached the house, I counted the emotions around me; beyond us, I could only feel two. I ran past Libby up the stairs to Hannah and Jessica’s room. My stomach dropped before the door even opened. There was something wrong. The room was without emotion. Libby pushed past me and opened the door.
 
   From the doorway, I could see the blue tint of their skin as they lay in the same place we’d seen them last night. Marc took one look, then ran down the hall, screaming my father’s name.
 
   Libby sat the basket on the floor between the beds and began pulling the petals off the flowers and putting them on Hannah’s chest. I looked at Landen, and we both rushed to her side to help her.
 
   “Put them everywhere, Willow,” Libby ordered.
 
   My father and Marc came crashing into the room; just like Landen, I could feel my father’s dread when his eyes fell on Hannah and Jessica’s bodies. We all knew that they weren’t breathing, and my father knew more. The basket was empty now, and the girls were covered in blue and green petals. Libby looked over them once, picking up a few loose petals and putting them on the girls’ chests.
 
   “Okay, say this with me: land and will, will and land,” Libby said to Landen and me.
 
   In a sacred trance, we did as she ordered and said, “Land and will, will and land,” in unison with Libby, repeating it over and over. Seconds later, I felt a burst of energy coming from Hannah and Jessica at the same time, and my ring and necklace warmed against my skin. I closed my eyes, and a numbing emotion swept through my body. As it passed, a dizzy feeling caused me to open my eyes, gaining balance. I looked at Landen and could see he felt it, too.
 
   As Landen and I stood paralyzed by each other’s stare, my father rushed to the girls’ sides. We didn’t notice Libby dancing in place, my mother rushing in at the last moment, or even the overwhelming fear coming from Marc and my father as they looked back at us from the girls’ bedside.
 
   Hannah and Jessica’s chests began to rise and fall, but their eyes never opened, and they didn’t move.
 
   “Jason, what happened?” my mother screamed, taking into account that the girls were covered in flowers. My father kept his stunned look, staring at Landen and me.
 
   “Jason? Willow? Somebody talk to me!” my mother shouted.
 
   “They were sleeping too far away. The flowers helped Willow and Landen bring them back to the right sleep,” Libby answered, giggling.
 
   “Libby, sweetie, why don’t you go and get some breakfast. I’ll be there in just one minute, okay?” my mother said, pushing Libby out of the room.
 
   “Dad, are they okay? Look, are they okay!” I demanded, trying to get his attention away from Landen and me.
 
   He slowly turned to look at Hannah and Jessica, shaking his head as he took a second look. “They’re fine, for now,” he said quietly.
 
   “Were they…? Were they…?” I tried to ask if they were dead.
 
   “Yes…for a while,” he answered in a low tone.
 
   “What is this? Why flowers? Why did you say that?” my mother asked frantically.
 
   “Libby told us to. We saw her picking flowers; she only wanted blue and green. Is that myth true? Did we hurt them by bringing them here?” I asked, feeling sick to my stomach.
 
   “I don’t know if it’s our world, or if it’s something that was spoken over them. They’re fine now,” my father said, looking over Landen and me again.
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked, looking at Hannah and Jessica.
 
   “Their hearts are weak. Somehow they started to beat again, but they aren’t beating the way they’re meant to; it’s like they’re on life support.”
 
   “The flowers,” Landen whispered. My father looked at Landen and nodded.
 
   “So we have two choices? We take them home and let demons dance across their chests, or we leave them here barely alive?” I said through my teeth.
 
   “They are very alive, and they shouldn’t be—you brought them back,” my mother said calmly.
 
   “Did you know you could do that?” Marc asked.
 
   “We have no idea what we can do. We’re just as baffled,” Landen answered, pulling me to him and shielding my view.
 
   News travels fast with an energetic little girl proud of her morning’s accomplishments. Rose and August came to my mother’s house first. My mother was frantically fixing breakfast, trying to keep her mind busy. The only sound in the kitchen was the clanging of pans and plates
 
   Brady, not hearing the news of the morning’s events, strolled in the back door, beaming with excitement and slapping Marc on the back as he smiled proudly at him. “You guys aren’t going to believe what happened,” he announced to the room, but his words fell on deaf ears, so to speak.
 
   His frustration grew with our blank expressions. “Did you guys hear me? I have good news, not just good news, amazing news.” While he spoke, Felicity slid in behind him, giving way to Chrispin and Olivia.
 
   When Olivia came in the room, her eyes met each of ours for the first time, and we knew she had her sight back. She then ran to me and hugged me tightly, laughing out loud.
 
   “Oh my God—how—what happened?” I stuttered.
 
   “It’s amazing…this whole place is so beautiful,” Olivia said, not hearing my questions. We all stared in shock, looking at a grinning Chrispin, waiting for an explanation.
 
   “You told her, didn’t you?” Landen asked.
 
   Chrispin grinned, then walked over and pulled a stunned Landen into a bear hug. “You were right. I was stupid for waiting. I told her as soon as we got back, and this morning when she woke up, her sight was back…it’s amazing.”
 
   “What did you say to him?”
 
   “That he was an idiot,” Landen thought, with a smirk, as he winked at me.
 
   “Well, this is certainly uplifting compared to the morning that’s transpired,” August commented.
 
   “What happened?” Brady said as his smile fell.
 
   The room fell silent. Felicity eased over out of Brady’s way and started helping my mother cook breakfast. Chrispin and Olivia stared with the shell of a smile on their faces.
 
   “The girls are sick,” my father said finally.
 
   “What do you mean?” Chrispin asked.
 
   “We don’t know if it’s Chara or something that was said over them in Esterious, but right now they’re on the edge of life,” my father said.
 
   “So we take them back,” Chrispin said blankly. As the words left his lips, the demons flashed before my eyes, and fear suddenly filled me. Landen and Rose looked at me simultaneously.
 
   “You don’t know what we saw. If you did, those words would have never left your lips,” Landen said kindly, looking at me with all the compassion his body possessed. Chrispin’s regret was immediate. Olivia’s emotion fell, and her tears followed.
 
   “After breakfast, I’m going to call Ashten, and we’re going to look for Livingston. Whoever wants to come is more than welcome,” my father said, looking at Landen and me.
 
   At the gates of the string, we all stood dressed in black. The only traveler to stay behind was Rose. The string was calm by our home, but as we walked on the current changed to the point that you had to push forward with each step. The hum was so deep; you could feel it in your soul. Just before the passage, Clarissa whispered instructions to Dane. Landen used our gift to prepare me.
 
   “You can’t smile, not even your eyes, and we can’t touch. You and Clarissa must lead. It’s illegal for a man to walk before a woman, it’s the only respect the women in this world have.”
 
   I wanted to ask why, but I was too busy burning his simple instructions into my memory.
 
   “Keep your left hand in your pocket—rings are forbidden here.”
 
   “Then I’ll take it off.”
 
   “No, it’s protecting you. That and the necklace are the only reasons you are not feeling my anxiety about having you here.”
 
   I did as he said, not wanting for one instant to feel his pain; it was almost as bad as being separated from him.
 
   “Keep pace with Clarissa. She’s going to lead us to the courtyard. Today is the day that Donalt speaks to the people of Esterious. If Livingston is here, he’ll be in that crowd. We have to leave after that. It’ll be too easy for them to see us as out of place.”
 
   Before stepping into the passage, I turned and kissed Landen passionately, not caring who saw me do it. I needed to feel him, to have his soul tell mine that we’d return to our home together.
 
   “I love you,” I thought.
 
   “You’re mine, Willow. I will always love you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   I warily grinned up at Landen then took my place at Clarissa’s side as we stepped through after my father. The passage led into a large building. I could smell oil burning, and the room was sweltering. My father led us up a metal staircase encased in rust. Once at the top, he knocked twice quickly, hesitated then knocked again. A moment later, you could hear someone unlocking chains on the other side, then the thick metal door opened.
 
   Standing in front of us was a man. His years were near my father’s, yet his brown eyes were older. The man was dressed in a long black cloak shambled with dust and holes. He looked down the stairs at the large group my father had brought with him. I could feel his fear as he stared at Landen and me side-by-side.
 
   “Jason, I do believe that you’re premature. The moon is not yet full,” the man said.
 
   Ashten and my father gave each other a cautious look then slowly shook their head ‘no’ to the man. Landen looked crossly at our fathers, then to August for an explanation. The only response he received was smiling eyes and an emotion of pride.
 
   “We’re only searching for Livingston. Have you seen him?” my father asked.
 
   “Yes, he was mistaken for another and was assigned duties in the fields. His time is over today. He should, like everyone else, be in the courtyard.”
 
   The man’s eyes never left mine as he spoke to my father.
 
   “Am I allowed a formal introduction?” the man asked.
 
   “My apologies,” my father said.
 
   “This is my daughter, Willow. Willow, this is Patrick, an honored friend of Esterious.”
 
   Patrick smiled at me and bowed his head slightly. He then extended his arm, inviting us through the doorway. The room was dark. You could see a simple table, bed, and desk aligned on one wall and a fireplace on another. The floor was made of wood, and there was no color to the walls. At one time, they may have been white, but now they were a dull gray. Patrick pulled the long thick gray curtains shut and lit a row of candles that lined the mantel over the fireplace.
 
   “And who might this young man be?” Patrick asked as he glanced over his shoulder at Dane.
 
   “This is Dane. He and Clarissa are one now,” Ashten answered.
 
   “Ah, and he’s here because…?” Patrick asked.
 
   “Dane has a gift as well. The string is visible to him,” Ashten replied.
 
   Patrick was either unaware of how sensitive my gift was or simply didn’t care if he was revealing. He was astonished as his eyes danced across each of us. The uneasy feeling coming from Ashten and my father was making itself known.
 
   Patrick walked by us one by one, looking up and down. As he reached Landen, and me he stopped and stared into my eyes. A smile then came across his aged face, and his eyes seemed to lose a few years.
 
   “Have you brought something to cover the color in your eyes? Especially Willow’s? I would dare say even an old man like Donalt could see them in a crowd,” Patrick stated humbly.
 
   I took an uneasy breath and leaned back into Landen, to afraid not show my fear. Landen put his hands on my shoulders and kissed my head softly, taking my fears away and filling my soul with calming warmth.
 
   “People here only have brown eyes. We have to wear a film over our eyes to change the color,” Landen explained.
 
   “Like a contact lens?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, just like that. It doesn’t hurt.”
 
   My father pulled a box out of his pocket and passed out the lens to change our natural color to a stone black. Patrick walked over to a small closet and pulled out a long black scarf.
 
   “You’ll want to cover that sovereign gem upon your neck, unless you’re seeking attention I’m not aware of,” Patrick said to me.
 
   “Should I put it in my pocket? Isn’t it hot? I’ll stand out in a long coat and scarf.”
 
   “No,” Landen and the others said in unison. It was easy to feel that they all thought it was protecting me, or at least feared it would be lost as well. August took the scarf from Patrick, walked over to me and explained, “It is always cool here. The sun doesn’t shine. The sky, like everything, is gray.”
 
   A loud chime could be heard outside Patrick’s home. Anxiety filled the room. The only one who still had his peace was August.
 
   “Ah, it is time. Shall we?” Patrick said as he blew out the candles.
 
   Clarissa and I left the home first. I didn’t look to see who followed behind us or how closely. I only concentrated on the one that I knew was Landen and walked forward. There was no grass, plants, or trees to be seen, and the birds didn’t sing. The silence was screaming at all of us.
 
   I kept my pace shoulder to shoulder with Clarissa. Several others, all dressed in black, were walking in the same direction that we were. From most, I could feel the sorrow they had, and from others a void that was as real as it was when Drake was at my side.
 
   Like in my dreams, the buildings were all the same. On the street level, there were what looked like food and clothing stations, and above them the rest of the buildings were tall with gray, perfectly spaced windows. As a river would flow, the people streamed toward the palace. My eyes were held straight, not touching anyone but Clarissa.
 
   To my right, I saw Ashten and my father flank off, and to my left, Brady and Marc did the same, leaving Dane, Landen, and August behind us. At the end of the alley, a large wall could be seen. Men dressed in black cloaks lined the top of it, facing a much higher structure.
 
   This structure was indeed the palace. It was over a mile wide, eight stories high, and solid gray. Windows were sporadic, and wide diamond-shaped balconies were on every level.
 
   Along the rooftop, a line of men stood, staring out into the crowd with daring composure. We halted just past the gate. As we stared forward, I couldn’t imagine how we’d find Livingston in this crowd of solid black. I could feel my father and Ashten widening their path further away from us, and Brady and Marc mirrored them.
 
   The air filled with the chime of a large bell that rang three times, and the crowd grew still. On the fourth balcony, the doors opened. From the darkness emerged two figures. One was undeniably Drake; he was dressed in a black suit. It was easy to feel that the females in the crowd were attracted to him. He smiled, and I heard a few breaths let loose from the women. I wondered if they even cared how dark he was. He brought new meaning to fatal attraction.
 
   Beside him, a much older man stood. I was sure it was Donalt. He was smaller than Drake and had long white hair. His face held no expression; neither of them held any emotion that I could feel. The bells chimed again as they stepped closer to the edge. I had expected the crowd to roar at their approach, but the silence rained on. It was then that I felt someone staring at me. They were in the palace, and my eyes searched from window to window, balcony-to-balcony.
 
   In the window above the fourth balcony, I saw a small figure. Squinting my eyes, I saw him smile at me. He was the little boy with blue eyes in my nightmare, the one that only needed to be loved. He smiled and waved his little hand. Air wheezed through my lips as the dream came rushing back to me. My emotion didn’t go unnoticed.
 
   “What is it, Willow?”
 
   “I’ve seen that boy before. He’s called me, and I helped him.”
 
   “What boy?”
 
   “The one on the fifth floor.”
 
   As I thought the words, the boy stepped back into the darkness, not to be seen again. Donalt had been speaking the entire time, and for the first time I realized I couldn’t understand the words he was using. My eyes searched person to person to see if I recognized anyone else in the crowd that I’d helped. As Donalt’s speech ended, the crowed turned, and the faces before me all seemed familiar.
 
   Dream by dream, my eyes landed on person after person. My mouth fell open, and every part of my body froze as each and every nightmare came back to me. The fear within me was uncontrollable, so strong that even Clarissa could sense it. She hooked her shoulder behind me and urged me to turn. Wide-eyed and in a trance, my body was led by Clarissa out of the courtyard. Keeping a fast pace, we reached Patrick’s house, where she went to lead me in. Before I took the step off the street, I hesitated, looking for Landen’s emotion behind me.
 
   “I’m here.”
 
   Taking my last step in the door, Clarissa briskly opened the metal door that led to the passage. Still in an absent trance, Clarissa grabbed my hand and pulled me down the stairs. At the bottom, I felt my feet leave the ground as Landen picked me up and carried me through the passages. The only ones that I knew were safe were Landen and Clarissa.
 
   As Landen all but ran to our home, the string’s passages flew past me. As the green fields came into view, I found my clarity.
 
   “Is everyone here?” I thought.
 
   “What’s wrong with Willow?” Marc asked.
 
   “We’re all here.”
 
   “I’m fine. It’s nothing,” I said aloud, defusing the concern I felt coming from everyone.
 
   I looked behind me and saw Livingston pass through the passage; he frantically looked at us one by one, anger engulfing him. “Why did you do that?” he yelled. “You should have never brought them there! Do you have any idea what could have happened?” He halted when his eyes found August.
 
   “You shouldn’t have stayed that long not with all that’s going on!” yelled Marc.
 
   “That’s exactly why I needed to be there because of what’s going on!”
 
   “Let’s just calm down,” Chrispin said, stepping in to squash his father and brother’s feud.
 
   “Let’s go. I’m done,” Landen thought as he pulled my hand toward him.
 
   We walked away from them, still feeling their frustration and hearing their arguments. I don’t think our absence was noticed until we’d already reached our house. Once inside, Landen pulled the drapes and pushed a chair against the door that had no locks. He then led me back into the den and fell into one of the large chairs, pulling me with him.
 
   Landen held me tightly, frustrated and angry. Not forcing thoughts or words from me as I laid with him, I listened to his heartbeat rising and falling with his chest. Time passed and the sun that had glowed behind the drapes faded into night.
 
   As my eyes grew heavy, I thought, “Can we go to our place?” Landen stood with me in his arms and carried me to our bed. Lying side by side with him, I stared into his eyes, losing myself somewhere inside him. He kissed me just as softly as he had the first time, only now warmth accompanied the love that rushed from him. This was the only place where what I was made sense, and it was easy to feel that my feelings weren’t alone.
 
   Now the rush that had become so addictive was called again, and we were immersed with a feeling of love that was incomparable to anything on earth. We’d both missed our place, the place where we’d met each night in our dreams throughout our childhood; it was even more beautiful than the world where Landen was raised. Everything was bright, full of life. The only element it needed was sound. Though we could see the birds, their song was absent to our ears, and the water that flowed through the gentle stream did so in silence.
 
   We glided hand in hand as we’d done since we were children. I watched Landen’s eyes search each new horizon that came into view. We both felt safe there but had our bodies on high alert as they lay in our bed.
 
   “Do you know where this is?” I thought, wanting to assure myself that now that he stood there again, he’d only been there with me.
 
   “I’m surer now than I’ve ever been,” Landen thought, pulling me to him and kissing me tenderly.
 
   Our path had led us to a place we’d always loved to go: a small waterfall. Beneath the fall was an indentation that wasn’t affected by the light mist that surrounded it. Inside, as we nestled, we looked through the water at the soft warm sun.
 
   “How many did you see today?” Landen thought, drawing me against him.
 
   I called the memories forward. “It was as if they all were there.” 
 
   His eyes closed as he pushed his rage down.
 
   “Landen, something is…something is off about that little boy.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “When I helped him, he was dirty, and he was in the town like the others. How do you think he got to be in the palace?” 
 
   “Are you sure it was the same one?”
 
   “He looked right at me and smiled, like he knew me. Why were there children in there?”
 
   “Donalt has what you might call a court: his blood line, the women he spends his time with, the priests and their families live in the walls.”
 
   “I just feel like I’ve been set up. I really thought that that boy was neglected.”
 
   “Neglected?”
 
   “Yeah. He was dirty and sitting alone outside as his parents argued inside the building.”
 
   “You were set up. Did you not notice how the people didn’t speak?”
 
   “Yeah” I thought, baffled.
 
   “They aren’t allowed to speak above a whisper. If a couple were screaming at each other, they’d have been put to death, and the child wouldn’t have been outside alone.”
 
   “So what did Drake do? Stage it all for me?”
 
   “Maybe he was testing your sensitivities. Were they all children that called you?” Landen asked.
 
   “No, they were all ages, in all different places.”
 
   Landen leaned back on his arms, judging his words before he thought them. “How crazy do you think it would be to go through that passage you made inside the palace?” I felt his anxiety and regret for saying the words.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for you to bring it up. I thought you might be angry with me for making such a dangerous suggestion,” I thought, reassuring him that no matter how dangerous it was, we had to save the girls.
 
   “It is dangerous, but I can’t think of a faster way to prevent Hannah and Jessica from dying.”
 
   “I can’t lose anyone else,” I thought in a heavy tone.
 
   Landen took in my words and held me tightly. We slept on until late in the next day, hiding from it all.
 
   Through the kitchen window, we could see Felicity, Olivia, and Libby picking the flowers. Their sorrow was very sobering. Walking to them, it was easy to see that the once full field of flowers was growing more and more barren.
 
   Libby smiled when she saw us coming. She then set her basket down and ran into Landen’s arms, giggling as he lifted her over his head. Olivia smiled at me; the sight of her had never been more beautiful to me. I’d known her for so many years, and yet to see her happy, at peace, all of her grief gone—she was a new person.
 
   “Landen?” Felicity said in a solemn voice. “Brady wanted me to ask you to come and see him. He’s at Marc’s.”
 
   “Where’s Livingston?” Landen asking already knowing the answer.
 
   “He went back to Esterious. Marc stayed at our house last night; he left early this morning. Brady thought he was going to go to Esterious and followed him. Brady called just before we came out here and said that they were at Marc’s and to tell you if you came out.”
 
   Landen passed a wary look to me. “What about Jason and Dad?”
 
   “They went back to Esterious. No one has really said much since yesterday. They’re waiting for you to tell them what to do.”
 
   Landen closed his eyes, wishing this burden away, just as any noble leader would want to do when lives were at stake.
 
   “Landen, go. I’m going to go see the girls and check on my mom.”
 
   “Is that safe?” Olivia asked.
 
   “Marc’s is only a half mile away, we just can’t let the string separate us,” Landen explained. He then kissed me and hugged me tightly before he left. Even though it didn’t hurt as I watched him walk over the hill, the longing to have him close made me uneasy.
 
   “Should I help you pick? I saw some closer to my house,” I asked Felicity.
 
   “We have to be careful. They only work when they’re alive, so we only pick what we need. I think we have enough for now,” Felicity answered.
 
   Walking toward my mother’s house, I could feel her. Her excitement was gone, her emotions were full of dread. 
 
   We went up to Hannah and Jessica’s room. The room was full of a beautiful floral scent. The flowers on their chests had wilted, and one by one we pulled them off and replaced them with new ones. They lay still, not moving; their beauty was remarkable. They deserved more than this. I wanted them to have the same joy Olivia had.
 
   Feeling Olivia’s guilt, I placed my hands on her shoulder, smiling and showing her how happy she was. As I pushed the power of love through her, her face lit up as she slowly looked at me.
 
   “Thank you, Willow.”
 
   Felicity was watching our exchange, and her excitement filled the room.
 
   “It’s coming easier to you now.”
 
   “A little bit. I think I’m going to try and help my mom now. I’ve never seen her like this before.”
 
   Felicity’s smile lessened a little. “Willow, imagine how you’d feel if you knew that your child had been chosen to fight a battle that they didn’t start, and it didn’t matter what sacrifices you made, you couldn’t prevent it from coming to pass,” she said, caressing her stomach and choking on her tears.
 
   I hugged her tightly, showing her how happy she’d made me the first time I’d met her and how much life she’d brought to this family. The baby kicked, and I felt it through her skin. Felicity laughed, and her bliss was back.
 
   “Looks like she already loves her Aunt Willow.”
 
   “She?” I questioned.
 
   “Women’s intuition,” she said, smiling. “I’ll take Libby to my house and let you spend some time with your mother.”
 
   My mother was on her back porch, staring at a blank canvas. She was still, more still than I’d ever seen her. I put my hands on her shoulders and remembered all the energy she used to put off, how all my friends thought I had the coolest, most vibrant mother. I remembered her inspiring people to follow their dreams, not to be afraid of what they were capable of.
 
   She smiled and turned slowly. “I told so many to follow their dreams, and yet I kept my own daughter hidden from hers.”
 
   “Mom, did you know?”
 
   “We never knew for sure. Your father had a fear, an instinct…he never really told me why he wanted to stay there, but I know he had the best intentions.”
 
   “I know you both did,” I whispered, trying to forgive them for keeping Landen from me.
 
   She looked into my eyes for a few seconds before standing and putting her hands on my shoulders. “Willow, I just need you to promise me that you’ll be the daughter I raised you to be and listen to your heart in every battle you face.”
 
   I smiled at my mother and promised her with the warmest hug I’d ever given her. My father shuffled his feet across the floor; his sorrow was heavy, and when I turned to look at him, his now brown eyes made me sigh deeply. I opened my arms and hugged them both.
 
   “Where have you been?” I asked him.
 
   “We went to look for Livingston. We can’t find him anywhere.”
 
   “He went back to get the star, didn’t he?”
 
   “I don’t know, Willow.”
 
   “Has he told you anything that I need to know, Dad?”
 
   “You know what we know. He kept Landen from going into that world and just wants more than anything to keep the two of you out of anything that has to do with that star, those rings, the whole deal. He thinks it’s all his fault, and for the life of me, I can’t figure out why.”
 
   “Dad, don’t worry about it. We’ll figure this out.”
 
   “I should be the one telling you that. Listen, we’re going to have to think of something quick. When we run out of blue and green flowers, we’re going to have to act fast. They may need to go home until they grow back or we figure something else out.”
 
   “Dad, you just don’t know what those things look like, how painful it is.”
 
   “Willow, we’re going to have to make a choice for them. To live, they’re going to have to be in pain.”
 
   I closed my eyes, feeling the burden on my shoulders, knowing that regardless of what choice I made,  Jessica and Hannah would pay a price.
 
   “I think I’m going to go home. Landen should be back soon.”
 
   “Willow, don’t do anything foolish. The two of you can’t face this on your own.”
 
   I smiled warily at my father then walked past him.
 
   Landen was waiting for me on the front porch; when he saw me coming, he walked toward me. The sun was setting, and the sky was a deep orange. Landen’s silhouette was breathtaking; his broad shoulders gave way to his long, strong arms. My breath left me as he gathered me in his arms and kissed me. We’d only been apart for a few hours, yet the reunion seemed so much sweeter. I could not get over how the sight of him would make my heart pound.
 
   “Did you bring peace?” I asked.
 
   “Did you?”
 
   “A little. Is Marc okay?”
 
   “He’s just mad at Livingston.”
 
   “He’s not going after him, is he?”
 
   “I made him promise to wait for us, and he said he would.”
 
   Landen’s eyes were staring past me as he saw someone. Suddenly, I felt Libby’s excitement and turned to see her standing on the hill between our homes, waving her little arms, trying wildly to get our attention. We smiled at each other and started walking toward her, sure that she was happy and at peace. Libby danced in place as she waited for us to get closer.
 
   “Willow, hurry! Mom is going to call my name.”
 
   “What is it, baby?” I said.
 
   “Willow, you need a page.”
 
   “A page?” I repeated.
 
   “Yes, it’s on a long table with red flowers.”
 
   “Where’s the table?”
 
   “You know, Willow.”
 
   Landen and I looked at each other quickly then back at Libby.
 
   “Why do I need it?”
 
   “Because it has words to make Hannah and Jessica all better.”
 
   “Libby, do we need the star, too?” Landen asked.
 
   “I don’t know. My friend said that you only needed the page.”
 
   “Who is your friend?” I asked, almost panicked. Libby shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Where did you see your friend?” Landen asked.
 
   “I see him when I sleep.”
 
   “Libby, does he scare you?” I asked.
 
   “No. He showed me the flowers. They’re so pretty.”
 
   The front door to my mother’s house opened, and she stepped out. “Libby, it’s time to eat say goodnight to Willow.” Libby drooped her little shoulders, then shuffled toward us and hugged us.
 
   “Love you, Willow.”
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   We walked slowly to our house. Not turning on any lights, we passed into the living room and settled into the couch, watching the last light fall into the horizon.
 
   “Do you think the passage is still there, the one that leads to the altar?” I asked.
 
   We both knew Libby was talking about the room where we’d found the girls, the one that the priest and Drake were in.
 
   “I don’t know why it wouldn’t be.”
 
   “What do you think we should do?”
 
   “I think that place was a temple, which means during the day it will be full of people.”
 
   “What about at night?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Should we go?”
 
   “I like the idea of finding a cure without having to get the star back,” he muttered.
 
   “Are we going to let him keep it?”
 
   “I didn’t say that. I just don’t want to play games with Drake while those girls are clinging to life.”
 
   “Dad said when we run out of flowers, we have to take them back if we want them to live,” my voice cracked as I reached for my chest, remembering the pain of the nightmares.
 
   Landen closed his eyes and sighed deeply. “We should go tonight,” he said after a moment.
 
   “Awake or asleep?” I asked.
 
   “Awake. I don’t want our souls trapped there.”
 
   “We’re going alone, aren’t we?” I said under my breath.
 
   Landen nodded. Neither of us wanted anyone there with us; we knew we’d be walking into the heart of Donalt’s palace. We agreed to wait until the night so no one would know that we’d left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Just before opening the door, we hesitated, staring at each other, both pushing the fear as far away from us as possible. Landen cradled my face with his hand, his blue eyes searching deep in mine.
 
   “Are you sure?” he asked.
 
   I nodded slowly. 
 
   He leaned in, let his lips brush against mine, I sighed on contact and leaned up so our lips would meld together, when I felt his tongue against mine, I went wild in his embrace, I rushed my arms up his chest, squeezed his shoulders, then fisted my hands in his dark hair. He picked me up and braced me against the wall, putting every ounce of passion into this kiss as he rocked against me. 
 
   I don’t know how he found the will, I surely didn’t have it, but he ended our kiss with a gentle nip of my bottom lip. “Let’s end this so I can bring you back here and have my way with you for hours on end.” He said as he squeezed my thighs before carefully setting me down. 
 
   “Deal.” I said with a sly grin as I reached up and ran my fingers through the dark locks that I had disheveled. 
 
   Walking through the field, I twirled the ring on my finger, hoping that it would serve its purpose and protect us. Beside the string, Brady and Marc stood, waiting for us in the full moon light.
 
   “You are not going with us,” Landen said as we approached them.
 
   Their resolve was apparent, and we knew their intent was to leave with us no matter what we said to discourage them.
 
   “We’re supposed to go,” Marc said, crossing his arms with a stubborn expression across his face.
 
   “Libby told us,” Brady said, stepping closer to the string to lead us in. His overwhelming calm was unsettling.
 
   “Libby told you what?” I asked, wondering what part we were all about to play.
 
   “She came to me, and then Marc, and said we needed to go to the string and wait for you,” Brady explained as he put his hand on my shoulder. “She seemed calm. I think we’ll all be okay.”
 
   Landen reached for my waist and pulled me to him, and Brady lost his touch. He stared at Landen as if he had no choice but to go with us, but Landen looked at Brady and shook his head no.
 
   “This has nothing to do with you, Brady. Go home. Felicity needs you.” Landen moved his attention to Marc, and I could feel him becoming consumed with gratitude and sympathy. “Marc, you’re wrong. You need to find the one made for you.”
 
   “We are going with you,” Brady said calmly.
 
   Landen looked at the ground. “Where does Felicity think you are?”
 
   “She thinks I’m helping someone, now can we please go?” Brady bit out, rolling his eyes at Landen’s attempt to steer him away.
 
   “No one else knows, you’re sure?” Landen clarified, looking at Brady.
 
   “We didn’t tell anyone,” Brady assured Landen by letting him hear the truth in his words.
 
   Brady made his way to the string opening, and Marc followed. Landen sighed deeply as his eyes made their way to the full moon that seemed to engulf the sky. I gently pulled his hand, and we stepped in the string.
 
   Landen took the lead, turning into the passage with the waterfall, hoping that when they saw that we were walking directly into the palace, they’d hear our pleas to go home. Once past the waterfall, we stepped cautiously into the dark forest. Brady and Marc kept their resolve, and no fear came from them.
 
   Landen turned and looked at them. “Listen, I don’t know what’s in there or who could be waiting. Our purpose is to pull the page from the book on the altar, which has the words that will heal Hannah and Jessica,” Landen explained.
 
   “How are you going to know what page? Why not take the whole book?” Marc protested.
 
   “Libby said the page. If we can take the book, we will,” Landen said.
 
   “What about the star?” Marc asked.
 
   “For another day. Tonight, we need to find the cure for the girls,” Landen said, looking at both of them. “This is your last chance to turn around, this is not your fight.”
 
   “Show us the way, Landen. We’re going with you,” Brady said as his eyes searched the darkness, looking for my passage.
 
   Landen’s sorrow was immediate, but he knew that Brady would follow him one way or another, and he’d rather have him by his side.
 
   The passage that I’d made to rescue the girls was still there. Landen gave one more pleading look to Brady before reaching to lead them in with us. When the string passed darkness surrounded us. As our eyes adjusted the moon gave light through an open ceiling. Cold, damp stones made the floor and walls. The wind was the only thing that could be heard.
 
   The altar was in the center of the room, and three velvet red stairs led to the stage upon which it set. It was covered in a black cloth, and blood red roses were centered on the table. In front of them, the book was lying open. Along the back wall, eight planets were carved into the stonewall. Shadows from a candle lit at the bottom of each one gave definitions to the carvings.
 
   A massive stone fireplace lined the wall to the right. Above it, a large portrait hung; it was of Perodine. On the opposite wall, a long, beautiful wood box laid, a bright light shining from the top. Marc’s curiosity took him there as Brady made his way to the wall to look more closely at Perodine’s portrait. I looked cautiously up at Landen before we stepped forward to the altar to take the page that would save my friends.
 
   When I stepped on the first step I felt a spike of fear that caused me to hesitate. Looking to the source, Marc. I saw him standing over the long wooden box, covering his mouth and trying to hide his disbelief.
 
   “What is it?” Landen whispered harshly.
 
   “It’s Adonia,” Marc answered.
 
   Landen quickly looked around the room, searching for another coffin, one that might hold Marc’s mother, Beth, wanting to shield him from such a pain. Not finding one, we slowly walked to his side. The box was sealed with a glass top, and inside laid a beautiful young woman frozen in time. Dressed in a white gown, her hair was long and dark and decorated with diamonds, and her olive skin lay against silk sheets. Marc stepped back, slowly shaking his head in disbelief as grief filled him along with the memory of his mother.
 
   “What is this? How is this possible?” Brady said leaning closer to make sure it really was her. He was just a small child when she went missing.
 
   “This must be preserving her somehow,” Landen said, running his hands along the coffin and examining it.
 
   “Why would they preserve her?” I asked, not understanding why someone would hold on so tightly to someone who had left this world so long ago.
 
   “She was Alamos’ daughter. Maybe he’s trying to bring her back somehow,” Landen said.
 
   I remembered the story my father had told me before—Alamos was Donalt’s most powerful priest. I felt my stomach drop, my hands began to sweat, and my heart was pounding through my chest. I couldn’t help my unexplained panic. Landen glanced at me just as we heard someone laughing.
 
    Drake had appeared out of nowhere and was now walking across the room, dressed in a black suit.
 
   I swallowed hard and tried to control the adrenaline that was coursing through my veins.
 
   Landen took the first protective step, pushing me behind him. Brady then stepped in front of Landen as Marc stood in front of us all. Stopping in the center of the room and looking over Marc carefully, Drake said, “Ah, you must be Marc.” Half-circling him, looking him up and down with his coal black eyes, Marc didn’t answer. Stepping closer, he dared Drake to make a move, anger coursing through him. Drake shook his head as a boyish grin spread across his face; he then turned and walked to the altar, and as he climbed the steps, he glanced in my direction. Catching me peeking around Landen, he winked then placed his hands on the book. “Oh, how I’ve waited for this,” Drake said to the room.
 
   He snapped his fingers, and the candles that lined the walls all lit, giving the room an eerie glow. Growls could be heard at once, and now standing at his feet were the demons. Drake turned in my direction and smiled through Landen at me. I felt Landen reach the point of wrath. “Hey, fair is fair, Willow. You brought your friends, so I thought I’d bring some of mine.” He stepped down and walked toward us, weaving his head and trying to pull me into a stare, ignoring Landen and Brady. Marc held his ground.
 
   “Willow, can you see his intent?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “He’s trying to get you alone. He can’t do what he wants with me this close to you.”
 
   “I have to get the page.”
 
   “Okay, we’re going to ease our way over there. Stay behind me.”
 
   We took two steps sideways toward the altar. Drake then took a dominant step toward us, and Marc charged him. As he did, a demon jumped from the stairs onto Marc’s chest. Brady rushed to help defend Marc when another smaller one jumped from the stairs onto him. Marc and his demon rolled across the floor, crashing into the fireplace.
 
   Landen reached back to ensure himself that I was still safely behind him. Drake walked without fear to Landen and stared him down.
 
   “Get the page, Willow.”
 
   I closed my eyes, hearing Landen’s request, not wanting to leave his shield. I hoped he was using his gift of intent and knew I would be safe. I stepped out from behind him. Drake and Landen were now face–to-face, glaring at each other with their shoulders back, waiting for someone to make a move. I kept my eyes on Drake, ready to dash back to Landen if he even attempted to come near me.
 
   A blood-curdling scream went out, but Landen and Drake never broke eye contact. I looked to the fireplace and saw that Marc had taken a poker and stabbed the demon in the heart. As he did, the one on Brady squealed then they both vanished. Marc was enraged and charged across the room with the intent of killing Drake, then out of nowhere a woman screamed out and threw herself at Drake’s back.
 
   “Marc, no!” she screamed.
 
   Marc froze as he stared at the older woman dressed in a black gown. Her hair was decorated with jewels, and tears streamed down her beautiful face. Drake turned his back to Landen and glared at Marc over the woman’s head. Landen stepped in my direction, staring in disbelief.
 
   “That’s Beth.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “She looks just like her pictures, only her eyes have aged.”
 
   I could feel the woman’s grief, and Marc’s emotions were out of control. “Why are you here?” Marc asked breathlessly, not believing his eyes.
 
   “Where else would she be, but with her son?” Drake said as he grabbed the poker that was pressing against the woman’s heart from a stunned Marc. Now standing side by side, the resemblance between Marc and Drake was undeniable.
 
   “What kind of game are you playing here?” Brady asked, looking at Beth, not sure if she was real.
 
   Beth stared forward into the darkness, past the room, then gasped as tears fell from her eyes. We followed her gaze across the stone room and saw Livingston walking into the room, holding the hand of the little boy from my nightmare.
 
   “And now let me introduce you to my father,” Drake said harshly to Marc, watching his words burn at their touch.
 
   “What’s going on? If you knew you’re one of us then why are you still here? Why are you playing the part of the devil?” Landen said harshly, looking at Drake with absolute disgust.
 
   Drake turned toward Landen, sinfully grinning. “Me? I would dare say that you are the devil, my friend,” he said confidently.
 
   Brady and Marc advanced as Drake waved his hand, sending an invisible force that knocked them down. Beth screamed in terror as she saw them hit the ground.
 
   “Drake,” Livingston said.
 
   Drake raised his hand and pointed at Livingston. “I allow you to be here for her, not me. Your words mean nothing. Willow belongs to me, and I shall have her.” His tone was definite.
 
   Landen’s wrath filled the room, and mine met his as we passed the point of rage. Livingston let the little boy run across the room to Beth.
 
   “Drake, Landen was born five minutes after you…they’re only using you…this is not your place, it’s Landen’s,” Livingston said, walking slowly toward Drake.
 
   I edged backwards, getting closer to the altar and watching everyone in the room, hoping this turn of events would serve as a distraction. My heel found the bottom step, and I began to climb the stairs backwards. I felt the little boy’s fear grow, and I looked in his direction and saw Beth holding him back from me.
 
   Drake raised his hand to Livingston and flung his body across the room, sending him crashing into the stonewall. Then a rush of energy took the ground from me, and the poorly lit room was replaced by a white glow, much like the string. There was no current or hum, just utter silence. Every single gift that I possessed—including my most precious one, Landen—was stripped from me. I knew that Drake had seen his intent through. He stepped out of the white glow, smiling cunningly at me.
 
   “Now then…for the first time, I have you all alone.”
 
   “Drake, take me back!”
 
   “But, my love, we’ve never left.” His voice was warm, alluring, calling me closer to him.
 
   I let my anger rise to defend me. “Drake!”
 
   “Now, now, my love, you must listen to me. If we’re ever to leave here, you are the way out, not me.” Drake gracefully walked over to where I stood frozen and stopped inches from me, staring down as I stared forward, pulsing with anger. He put his hands on my shoulders, and his touch sent an addictive, blissful, warm sensation coursing through me.
 
   “See? I’m not so bad,” he whispered as he moved his left hand down my side and his right hand to my face, tracing my cheek bone and leaving a warm tingle where his touch once was. I let out a quiet breath, and he smiled as he saw the effect he was having on my body. “You really shouldn’t listen to all the bad things you hear people say. It’s wrong to judge someone,” he whispered into my ear.
 
   I let another quiet breath loose as I felt his lips near my skin. I was losing my sense of reality.
 
   “I haven’t listened to anyone. I’ve seen with my own eyes,” I answered, searching for clarity.
 
   “What have you seen?” he said, now tracing my eyes with his fingers, then letting his lips dance across my cheek. I was losing control of my body and mind, and I couldn’t find a way to grasp the sensation he gave me.
 
   “You’re the reason Monica is dead,” I sneered, pulling myself back into reality.
 
   Drake hesitated, leaned back then pulled his brow together, questioning my words. Now holding my face with both of his hands, he sent my head into a spin, and I struggled to stay focused.
 
   “She followed you there…she drowned,” I said, more sure of myself.
 
   “Ah, now, my love, that would be fate, not my fault,” he said, grinning with relief.
 
   “You took them…why?
 
   Drake tilted his head, and his eyes slowly moved across my face, then settled on my eyes. His brow drew together as if he’d been through a great pain. I almost felt sorry for him.
 
   “I needed your attention. I couldn’t have you running off and hiding in that ghastly dimension, now could I?” he asked innocently.
 
   “Chara is where I belong, and if you’re Beth and Livingston’s’ son, then you belong there. You need to find the one you’re meant to be with and leave me alone. Are you some kind of fool, playing with demons?”
 
   Taking in my rejection, his jaw tightened, but he recovered and laughed casually, then pulled my face to his chest and pressed himself against me. As the warm vibration touched the front of my body, I closed my eyes, and for the moment my body was winning the battle with the help of my mind. I was having a difficult time remaining angry with him, but finding strength, I slowly pushed away and gasped for air.
 
   “You are meant for me. This is not the first time we’ve loved one another,” Drake said, regaining his touch, holding my face, and sending the head-spinning vibration through me again.
 
   “I don’t love you,” I said, astonished at his words.
 
   He stared in my eyes, looking at someone I was sure didn’t exist. “Your memories of me may be gone, but mine are so vivid. You are the same woman I’ve always loved,” Drake said in a voice that almost trembled.
 
   “Your memories are toying with you. I belong to Landen. I always have, and I always will.”
 
   It was as if I could see his heart break, but I didn’t understand why. I barely knew him. It was my power, not my heart that he wanted.
 
   “I want you to think, Willow, for one minute—how are you so sure?” he asked in a quiet, desperate tone. His eyes captured mine, and I stared back, trying to understand who he was. When I couldn’t find the answer I was looking for, clarity came back to me. Nature had proved more than once that Landen and I could not psychically be apart, meaning we were one and that no one could part us. If Drake knew this, he’d know his efforts were in vain.
 
   As if he had read my thoughts, Drake said, “We can be together, if you choose to take another vessel.” His eyes were searching mine for understanding. 
 
   Now Adonia’s body had a purpose.
 
   I was disgusted by his words and scowled at him. “My soul is his—not this vessel.”
 
   I looked away from his eyes, trying to break the pull he had on me. “Willow, we have a destiny to fill. You chose this, and you have to let go of your foolish misconceptions.” His eyes chased mine, trying to catch my gaze.
 
   “I will never let him go,” I said, locking stares with him.
 
   “Never say never, my love. Tonight, you have a choice to make, and your choice will not only impact you, but the entire universe.”
 
   Drake pulled my chin up slowly and kissed my lips tenderly. The warm sensation was so heavy, I couldn’t move. He slowly pulled away and smiled at me. “If you will be my queen, I will give you the universe as a canvas. You can bring all the flowers and color you want here, you can move their emotions to happiness.” Drake moved beside me, draping his arm around my shoulder. Before us, the solid white room opened up, and faces rushed by covered in smiles.
 
   Color was everywhere, birds were singing, and the crowds were cheering. I saw Libby playing in a field, and my mother and father walking hand in hand, smiling. Franklin came into view, and I saw all my friends, happy. I watched as Monica waved eagerly in my direction, full of life. As the sickening grief set in, a tear streamed down my face I wanted to run to her, but I knew she was only an illusion. My eyes searched the room and saw Olivia at the theater, then I could see Dane helping his mother at her Diner. Their loneliness reached through to me as my eyes found their way back to Monica. “I can take it all back to the way it was, and I can give you the power to bring the color you crave for this world, all you have to do is say you will have me and only me.”
 
   “Do you take me for a fool? I know that this is not the whole story. What do you get out of having me?” I said, closing my eyes and hiding from the illusions.
 
   “This is the truth I have shown you before remember, my love,” he whispered just before kissing my neck softly.
 
   Through the sensation, I found a way to remember the nightmare I’d had in the car: the crowds cheering, the absence of my tattoo, my gift of emotion, and Libby—all vanished.
 
   “Together, and only together, we could rule the universe. Alone, we are but mere mortals,” he said, quietly studying my face for compliance.
 
   I breathed in and closed my eyes, trying to find control over my own body. “It is not my place to rule over anyone, and it’s not yours either.” I stepped away from Drake, causing him to lose his touch. As he did, the numbing feeling left me, and as clarity came back, the anger rose.
 
   “Do you not love your family?” he said, tilting his head and questioning my resolve.
 
   “Do you not love yours?” I retorted quickly. He shook his head as he laughed at my newfound comfort with him.
 
   “I cannot help the cards that I was dealt. If Donalt is to die, he wishes his will to live on through me, for him to have a final say in eternity. And Alamos, well, Alamos only wants to give his daughter’s body life again. They are my true fathers.”
 
   “If you let his will live on, you are just as evil as he, all the more reason for me not to love your dark heart.” I couldn’t feel him, but I think my words hurt him. Pain was in those obscure eyes of his.
 
   “Once we are joined, it will be our choice, not theirs. You cannot fight the way you feel about me. I know that you love me. I’ve seen it, my touch is real.”
 
   Drake walked slowly to me and pulled me to him, kissing me softly and sending his numbing sensation through every part of my body; the high was pulling me up and away from my body. He then stopped and cradled my face with his hands.
 
   “For you to bring back your friend and save this dimension, you must leave this body, join Adonia, and be one with me as we rule the universe.”
 
   His eyes smiled, and his expression softened. I was so dizzy, I had to close my eyes, and when I did I saw Monica’s face, Hannah and Jessica laughing out loud, and color in the gray world that had haunted me my whole life. I felt Drake’s lips touch mine, and my balance came into question. Then, Landen’s blue eyes finally surfaced above all the images in my mind, giving me the strength I needed. I pushed Drake away, looking at him intently.
 
   “I love Landen.”
 
   Drake sighed deeply and wrapped his arms around my limp body. Holding me tightly, he hesitated before he spoke. “Do you love him more than Libby?”
 
   I gasped, pushing away from him and breaking the spell he had on me again. The room opened, but this time the images were of Libby dirty, crying, and alone. The graves of my parents and all my friends slid through the room. The gray world had grown darker. I covered my mouth, stopping the scream that wanted to come out.
 
   “Do you?” Drake said as he stepped in front of the images, blocking my view.
 
   “How could you! How do expect me to believe that someone as cruel as you could ever love someone?”
 
   A sardonic smile echoed on his lips. I had the strangest sense of déjà-vu; it was as if I’d seen him smile that way at me somewhere else in time.
 
   “There you go judging me again,” he said under his breath.
 
   “You can’t force me to love you,” I said through my teeth.
 
   Drake’s grin lessened abruptly, and he looked down and slowly back up at me. “I shouldn’t have to, love. I never have before,” he said finally. I looked at him with utter confusion. Was he insane? He didn’t even know me.
 
   “I am giving you the chance to not only rule a dimension, but an entire universe. Wherever you go, you will be honored, the most beautiful and powerful woman to ever take a breath. You can be as kind or as cruel to your followers as you desire,” Drake said as if he were painting a beautiful portrait.
 
   Libby’s image danced across the room, her laughter echoing around me. Drake’s eyes followed her.
 
   “Would you put your comfort before hers? Yours before billions?”
 
   He’d managed to put his hands on my face again, and my clarity left me. My head fell back, and his lips touched my neck. I felt the ring on my finger burn, and the necklace responded.
 
   “I love Landen. I always have, and I always will.”
 
   As I said the words, the white glow vanished, and we were back in the dark room. I felt someone jerk me away, and I fell to the ground. Opening my eyes wide, I saw Landen and Drake on the ground, fighting. Beth and Marc crouched over Livingston’s body, which was lying at the base of the stonewall. I looked to see that it was Brady that was holding me, and I struggled to stand, halfway pulling him up with me.
 
   “Landen, tell me you love me—tell Drake that’s how I got away.”
 
   Landen stood, and Drake followed. As they glared at each other, Landen said, “I love Willow, she loves me. What you have done will be undone, today and every day that follows.”
 
   Silence fell on the room. Beth stood and slowly walked toward Drake. The rings that we were wearing were drawn to each other, putting me in Landen’s arms. Wind turned in the room. Electricity could be felt coursing through us, and a stunning white light came from our hands then bolted toward Drake. Beth dove in front of him, screaming. Suddenly, she vanished and so did Drake.
 
   On the stonewall, the candle under the moon ignited into a flame that burned the entire wall. Brady raced to the altar, fearing that the book would be next. “I’ve got the page. Do you want to look for the star?” Brady yelled, running to us and handing Landen the page.
 
   “It’s gone,” Landen said in a whisper.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I’m sure that’s where his power came from, it’s still with him,” Landen said, stunned.
 
   “Is he dead?” Marc asked, not looking up from Livingston’s body.
 
   “We don’t know where he is,” Landen said, looking at Marc with remorse.
 
   Sorrow and grief hit Landen and me with a force that wiped our energy away. I looked to my side and saw Livingston. The absence of emotion told us he was gone. I walked slowly to Marc, pulling every single happy memory that I’d ever had forward. He saw me coming and stood and opened his arms. I hugged him tightly and thought the words ‘everything happens for a reason’ over and over, and I finally felt Marc’s emotion break. He was at peace, at least for the moment.
 
   “We should go,” Brady said with a heavy heart. He leaned down and picked up Livingston’s body and carried it to the string. I turned and went for the book on the altar. When I went to pick it up, a force repelled my hands. Landen then reached for the book, only to be repelled as well.
 
   “You have the page. Let’s go,” Brady said.
 
   We looked at each other, knowing that this was not over, and walked toward the passage. I then remembered the little boy and searched for him in the darkness. Landen and I felt his grief and followed it to one of the dark corners, where he was huddled in a small ball. Landen reached down and picked him up, checking to see if he’d been hurt.
 
   “What’s your name?” I asked softly.
 
   “Preston”
 
   “Preston, are you okay?”
 
   “Where did my mommy go?”
 
   We looked quickly to Marc to see the blank, fearful expression on his face.
 
   “She had to leave for now. Where’s your father?” Landen asked.
 
   Preston reached his arm out and pointed at Brady holding Livingston.
 
   “He’s sleeping now,” Preston said in an innocent voice.
 
   Brady stepped through the passage, taking Livingston out of sight. Marc walked over to Landen and reached his arms out for Preston.
 
   “We’re going to take you home now. You’re safe,” Marc promised the little boy.
 
   All at once, I felt overwhelming compassion. Marc walked to the opening in the string, shielding Preston. Landen and I followed. Just as we reached the string, I heard, “Aliyanna—Guardian,” in a comfortingly familiar voice.
 
   I turned to see Perodine walking from the shadows toward us. Marc’s fear spiked, but Landen reached his hand back to tell him that we were safe. She had the intent of helping us, we could feel love coming from her.
 
   “It’s not over, is it?” I asked her.
 
   Perodine closed her green eyes and shook her head no. She then walked closer, stopping just before us. Landen wrapped his arms around my waist. Perodine smiled kindly at him, bowed her head, and said, “Your task has only just begun. There are eight beyond the sun and the moon, and they will all test your love.”
 
   “Is Drake gone now?” I asked with an ache in my voice.
 
   “Alamos will bring Drake back. He believes he is Guardian. Alamos has given Drake a power unique to himself, but for any man to see the universe the way he desires it to be, he must have your heart.”
 
   “I will always choose Landen.”
 
   “It was my wish then, as it is now.”
 
   “You aren’t angry with me, for what I did, for not coming back?”
 
   Perodine smiled warmly at both of us. “The words spoken were meant to protect this world from being ruled by only one, which they’ve inevitably done. It was impossible for you to return then.” Perodine waved her arm, and the smoke from candles on the altar began to take the shapes of images—images of me, of a life I could not remember. Landen and I were in this room, and men in cloaks pushed a light toward us, then we vanished. The scene changed to a beautiful field of wildflowers, and my body changed, too—I was carrying a baby. Time then shifted forward, and Landen and I were playing in a field with Libby.
 
   “She was ours,” Landen thought as I felt a deep compassion rise inside of him.
 
   Perodine smiled as she saw me and Landen take in our past. The guilt we had for not returning was washed away. Libby was our reason.
 
   “The power requires the two of you, you couldn’t leave her behind, and she couldn’t come with you. Today, everything has moved, and you can be the people I needed you to be then, both of you can.
 
   I felt Perodine and Landen’s fear rise and heard footsteps coming closer. Perodine leaned in and kissed my cheek, then smiled up at Landen and said, “Go. Quickly.”
 
   Hastily I hugged her, then Landen pulled me into the string. Marc was holding Preston, and when he was sure that we were okay, he led us home. Landen and I followed. We had it all wrong: we weren’t selfish. We had no choice. Knowing that lightened our hearts and brought us closer. We stared forward, wide-eyed, trying to conceive how Preston was Livingston’s son. In the string, it was clear that little Preston had no problem seeing. He looked over Marc’s shoulder at me and smiled. “Do I get to play with Libby now that I’m going home?”
 
   I smiled and nodded, too stunned to ask how he knew her name.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It was daybreak when we reached our home, and for the first time I saw the rain fall in Chara. Brady had vanished into the dawn with Livingston’s body. Marc, still carrying Preston, followed us to my parents’ home. The porch light was on, and upstairs we could see Libby sitting in her window seat, patiently waiting for us. We saw her in a new way. It was clear why her insight centered on us. We loved her even more deeply now.
 
   Libby ran outside to meet us, and we knelt down and scooped her up into our embrace. Both of us had tears in our eyes. We couldn’t ever leave her, no one could.
 
   “I knew you’d come back to me. I just knew it, love you,” she whispered in our neck.
 
   “We love you…” Landen whispered.
 
   Libby let go, then ran to Preston and hugged him. My father was on the steps, confused and scared when he saw us so early with a little boy. We walked past him, keeping our eyes down.
 
   Landen and I walked up the stairs to Hannah and Jessica’s room. The girls were lying in the same positions when we’d left them. We knelt down between their beds, laying the page on the floor between us. We then joined hands and touched the girls. Landen held Jessica’s hand as I held Hannah’s. We looked at each other one last time then to the page to read the words scrolled on it.
 
   “Speak pure, hear love, sleep only to dream, dream only pure, dream only love, be no more…leave this now.”
 
   Beneath our left hands, a pure white light glowed and a mesmerizing hum centered in my soul and sent a sensation throughout my body. I looked to Landen to see if he could feel it, too; in his eyes, I saw a beautiful glow. He smiled at me. Locked in our stare, we didn’t notice Hannah and Jessica wake from their sleep.
 
   “Where are we?” Hannah said.
 
   “I don’t remember,” Jessica answered.
 
   They looked at each other, realizing that they’d they been healed then threw themselves in each other’s arms.
 
   Landen’s eyes were still locked into mine. As he leaned slowly forward and kissed me, the room disappeared. I realized how easy it would have been to succumb to Drake’s touch, and I was amazed at my will power and thankful that Landen’s love was strong enough to carry me through.
 
   Walking down the stairs, we could hear Libby and Preston giggling in the kitchen. My mother was waiting for us, wide-eyed, not understanding what had happened through the night.
 
   “We need to talk, but we can’t do it here,” I whispered to my mother, looking at Preston.
 
   At that moment, Olivia stepped in the back door. We could feel her grief, and we knew she’d seen Brady.
 
   “Um…I can watch Libby if you guys need to go to Willow’s for a little bit,” Olivia said to my mother. “Did…did the page work?” she asked, bracing for our answer.
 
   Hannah and Jessica trailed into the kitchen, answering her question. My mother let out a few happy tears as she witnessed our reunion.
 
   Brady had gathered his parents, Chrispin, Felicity, Dane and Clarissa at our house. Landen made a call to August and Rose’s home, telling them that there had been an event.
 
   We sat in silence, waiting for the others to arrive, feeling the heavy weight of grief coming from those who knew. In rain-drenched clothes, one by one people filled our house. Brady looked to Landen to explain, knowing that Marc wouldn’t be able to find the words. Marc went to Chrispin’s side as Landen stood in the front of the fireplace.
 
   “We left last night,” Landen began. Sighs filled the room, and anger came over Ashten and my father. Landen continued, “Libby told us we needed a page to heal the girls – and she also told Brady and Marc. We didn’t leave you out of this to be spiteful; we only had your safety in mind.” Landen’s eyes shifted between Ashten and Chrispin then he continued, “Once there … once we were there, we saw Adonia’s body.”
 
   Aubrey put her head in her lap, trying not faint.
 
   “Livingston was there,” Landen said.
 
   My father and Ashten sat at full attention, feeling less nervous to know that he’d been at our side to help us.
 
   “Um…you may know this,” Landen said, looking at his father, Ashten, “but it seems that Beth was alive and well. Drake is her and Livingston’s son, not Adonia’s.”
 
   Astonishment filled the room. It seemed Livingston had managed to keep his secret close to him. Chrispin stood, raging with anger as Marc pulled him back down. Landen took an uneasy breath and continued, “Livingston tried to talk Drake down, but he didn’t listen, and with the power of the star…he flung him across the room, knocking him into a stone wall.”
 
   “Where is he now?” my father said as he stood, wanting to deliver any medical attention he could.
 
   Landen swallowed hard and looked at Chrispin, who was still being held back by Marc.
 
   “We brought his body home,” Brady said, helping Landen.
 
   A chilling silence came over the room. I walked to Landen’s side, embracing him, trying to give him peace.
 
   “Where is Beth?” Rose asked.
 
   “We faced Drake, and when it was over, a light came from us, then pushed toward him. Beth jumped in front of it, and she and Drake disappeared. We don’t know where they are.”
 
   “Who is that little boy?” my mother asked.
 
   “His name is Preston. He told us that Livingston was his father and Beth was his mother. He helped us; somehow, he told Libby through a dream about the page and the flowers,” I answered.
 
   August had been staring out the front window, watching the rain. He was calm, at peace, and proud of all of us. Landen could feel it, too; it was the only comfort we had at that point.
 
   “Did it work—the page?” asked Felicity.
 
   “They are completely healed, but we need to take them home soon. I can’t tell you that this world will not reject them again,” my father said, consumed with grief and dread and holding his eyes down.
 
   My mother rubbed his shoulders, calming him with her touch. Aubrey raised her head and looked at Ashten, then at Marc and Chrispin.
 
   “I, um, Marc...I know you have a lot to take in right now, but I want you to know that I’d be honored to raise your baby brother—and give you time.” Aubrey walked over to hug the boys that she’d raised in Beth’s absence, and Marc and Chrispin let out the grief that couldn’t be held back as she held them. Ashten went to help Aubrey comfort them.
 
   August was still standing silently in the back of the living room, listening to our explanation of the night’s events. He cleared his throat, then crossed the room and offered his condolences to Chrispin and Marc. Though he had lost his son, Livingston, I could feel how at peace he was. Reaching into his jacket, he pulled out three envelopes, then handed one to Chrispin and one to Marc; turning to the rest of us, he opened the third.
 
   “Just before Livingston returned to Esterious for the final time, he came to my home and spoke the words that I’ve always known in my heart to be true. He asked that if he didn’t return and we were certain that his life here was over, to read this to all of you – especially the two of you,” August said, glancing to Landen and me.
 
   As if the letter had already been read to us, we lost our breath and felt a surge of adrenaline run through our souls. The room was still and silent, waiting for the last message left for us by Livingston.
 
   “The letter reads:
 
   If these words are being read to you, you may very well already know what has been left unspoken for so many years. Donalt was seeking a bloodline, my bloodline. Donalt knew I was a direct descendant of Guardian, and he believed that Beth and I would bear Guardian. I was allowed to go home only to defuse any turmoil. Donalt knew my love for Beth would call me back day after day. Years later, Beth was with child, and we knew that the love of our son would keep us prisoners of Donalt’s for the rest of our lives, and we would bear that burden.
 
   Donalt knew he only had half of the prediction; you see, a man is never whole without the heart of the one he loves, this heart would be the power to move so many. The girl was to come from Chara as well; eight months and three days from the birth of the son, Aliyanna would return as well. Willow was the only girl born in that eleventh month.
 
   I asked Jason to keep her hidden, knowing that if she were brought home Donalt would know exactly where she was. I did not realize it was Landen, not Drake, who was born with the power to love Willow until Landen showed us his gift six years later. I planned to take my son and Beth and come home as soon as Donalt had found the fault in his stars. That day never came.
 
   Last November, Drake and I seemed to see eye-to-eye for the first time. I told Drake that soul mates did not need anyone to guide them to one another. If Willow were the one to complete his soul, he would find her without the help of Alamos. He was confident that Willow was meant for him. Drake refused to allow Alamos to invoke the dreams. Beth and I were proud of him; we were both sure that he would find the one he was really meant to be with and leave Willow alone.
 
   With the last new moon, Drake once again refused to dream. The following morning, Donalt and Alamos came to him. They told him before he gave his reign to another man he should first see where my alliances were held. Drake followed me that night to Chara. He saw me in the field with Landen and Marc. He ran to Beth to tell her I had another life. Beth told Drake that it was he that was the secret – not his family in Chara. The next night, he submitted to the desires of Donalt and Alamos and allowed the dreams.
 
   All I could think to do was make sure Willow was safe in Chara. I sent Ashten to warn Jason, but by then it was too late; Willow had been marked, a star that will always serve as a beacon for Drake.
 
   You must know that the priests helping Drake are powerful. My son’s sole ambition is to win Willow’s heart. If he does, the power given to Landen will be moved to him. Donalt believes that Preston, my fourth son, is the innocent one meant to lead Drake, a prediction that was made with Landen and Willow’s birth. Preston is just a child and spoke of Libby days before I knew who she was. Bring him home if you have not already; he and Libby are an undeniable part of this and have a power equal to that of Landen and Willow’s. I love all of you, and though you may never see it, somewhere deep in the soul of Drake is the love that Beth and I gave him.”
 
   August folded the letter and put it in his pocket. The room seemed to stand still. No one knew what to say or do.
 
   Landen looked down at me and pulled my wrist into his view. This star was a brand; for the rest of my life, each time I saw it Drake’s face would pass through my thoughts. From the time I told Landen that Drake had placed that star on my wrist, he had avoided touching it.
 
   Landen stared deep in my eyes. As he gently raised my wrist to his lips, I felt a rush soar through me. He was telling me, and everyone else, that he would never let Drake take me from him.
 
   My father made his way to the front porch and stood silently, watching the rain. Rose left to make arrangements for Livingston. Felicity took a weary Brady home. My mother took an uneasy breath before she stood, and as I hugged her goodbye she whispered, “Thank you for being the daughter I raised you to be.”
 
   Aubrey followed my mother to meet Preston.
 
   The room was quiet. We were waiting for an explanation, for someone to explain it all further.
 
   “We didn’t know,” Ashten said as my father was walking back into the living room. “I mean, he was different after Beth went missing. He never talked about what had happened, and we never pushed him to.”
 
   “You didn’t know about Drake?” Chrispin snapped, raging with anger.
 
   “No. Livingston did everything in his power to protect Landen and Willow. Landen, if you’d followed Drake into that dimension, you wouldn’t have survived,” Ashten said. Trying to clear Livingston’s name even further than the letter had. I shuttered at the thought of Landen being hurt. Landen pulled me close to him.
 
   “He loved all of you. I’m sure if Drake was his son, he loved him, too. He only wanted peace,” Ashten finished.
 
   Landen settled onto the couch, making room for me next to him. We were both tired and weak, but we weren’t leaving there until we understood everything.
 
   Landen looked at his father. “Why did you keep me from her?” he asked in a solemn voice.
 
   “I didn’t think you were strong enough to protect her,” Ashten said as regret coursed through him.
 
   “And exactly when were you planning on deeming me strong enough?” Landen said in a harsh, hushed tone.
 
   “When your fate would not seem forced upon you,” Ashten said quietly.
 
   “What does the time that I was born have to do with this?” Landen asked.
 
   “Everything in the universe moves minute by minute, even twins don’t have the same alignment…a moment would have changed everything,” Ashten answered.
 
   “Is Drake dead? Is this over?” Chrispin asked, standing ready to find him at any cost.
 
   “Perodine told us they’d bring him back,” I answered.
 
   “You saw her?” August asked, smiling.
 
   “She only wants to help us. We can do today what we couldn’t do then,” I answered.
 
   August smiled widely and knelt before us. “Do you know now why you chose to stay and not return?” he asked.
 
   I looked up at Landen and felt his bliss. “We do, a child, our child,” Landen said, looking intently at me. The emotion between us was moving everyone in the room.
 
   “The power has to have the two of us, we couldn’t leave her behind, and she couldn’t come with us,” Landen continued.
 
   “Her?” Ashten asked.
 
   “Libby,” I whispered, still staring at Landen.
 
   The room was still, and all at once they understood Libby’s bond with us.
 
   “Is it over now?” Clarissa asked.
 
   “No. She said that there are eight beyond the sun and moon, and that there are more trials ahead,” Landen answered.
 
   I closed my eyes and lay on Landen’s chest, too tired to worry about the next time that I or we would be tempted. I felt the others find their way to their feet, wanting to move past this revealing morning.
 
   “Ashten and I are going to take the girls home. You all need your rest,” my father said.
 
   “I’ll go, too. Olivia wants to say goodbye to her family,” Chrispin said.
 
   “We’re going, too. I want to see my family,” Dane said.
 
   They all left silently one by one. I felt Landen carry me up the stairs, and thunder clapped as he laid me on our bed. I opened my eyes as he settled next to me. Quietly, we lay side by side, staring at each other. Lost for words, we drifted to our place, hiding from the grief that awaited us when we woke. Landen never asked what happened when I was alone with Drake. It would have been too painful for the both of us.
 
   In our waking hours, the next few days went by in a haze as mourners flocked to say goodbye to Livingston. My parents, along with Landen, and me went to Infante to mourn Monica’s loss with my friends. Everyone was given the space they needed to digest all that we’d been through.
 
   Today, Chrispin and Olivia are to return home to be celebrated. My mother hosted this celebration, letting Aubrey ease into her life with a new little boy. Landen spent the day with Marc and Brady, and I helped Felicity and my mother set up the party. As I critiqued the bouquet I’d just made, my thoughts took me away to the dark images that Drake had shown me, and a shiver ran down my back as I wondered where he might be. My mother must have been watching me; I felt her concern as she put her hands on my shoulder to comfort me.
 
   “Willow, I want you to understand that love is the most powerful thing in this universe, and it will be what you’re going to have to call on again and again, but you’re going to see your way through this.”
 
   I hugged my mother tightly and buried the dark images deep in my memory, only to be used as a weapon against Drake’s touch. I stared at her for a moment, taking in everything I’d learned since I found Landen.
 
   “I just don’t understand it all. Doesn’t it bother you about Libby? I mean, I just can’t comprehend it,” I said, almost to myself, wanting to remember something about another life just to make this all make sense.
 
   “Willow, take comfort in knowing that no matter what life you live, you’ll always have the ones you love the most near you. That’s how I see it,” my mother said, smiling.
 
   I breathed in and wondered what other roles she’d played in my life. 
 
   I dressed for the party at my mother’s, remembering how nervous I was going to my own celebration, not knowing my family.
 
   The minutes passed by too slowly. When I walked down the stairs at the end of the banister; I saw Landen was waiting for me. His smile went through me, bringing a unique light to my eyes, and I fell in his arms, welcoming him after a day of absence.
 
   We took our place in the crowd and cheered as Olivia and Chrispin were introduced as one. We raised our glasses, soaking in the harmony that this dimension had bore. Landen took my hand and escorted me to the dance floor, where we danced, lost in each other, thankful that for the first time, the spotlight on our love had dimmed and given way to a new one.
 
   Across the floor, I smiled as I watched Chrispin and Olivia. Brady took Felicity’s hand, and Dane and Clarissa swirled past us all. Watching and smiling were my parents, alongside Rose and Karsten.
 
   Above everyone in the room, we could feel an overpowering peace. Looking to the source, we saw August standing with Ashten and Marc. We approached them, grinning. Seeing our attention being taken, others surrounded August. He looked across at each of us, then down to Libby and Preston.
 
   “Libby and Preston asked me to bring them something. At first, like a fool, I doubted their words, but I listened to my heart and brought you this little one,” August said, staring down at Libby.
 
   She smiled proudly up at him, jumping in place. August then opened his bag and uncovered a long branch with light green and pink blossoms and handed it to Libby.
 
   “This branch comes from a beautiful Willow tree that’s now in Donalt’s center court,” August announced.
 
   The crowd gasped, then everyone leaned in to look closer at all the color the branch had on it.
 
   “It seems it grew overnight, and each time they cut it down, it grows just as tall and faster than before,” August proclaimed.
 
   Landen’s arms were around me. As I closed my eyes, he kissed my hair, and I imagined color in the gray world; the first mark I’d left on this universe, a victory that could be looked to for inspiration long after my days on Earth.
 
   The attention of the crowd quickly returned to Chrispin and Olivia, but Landen and I stayed locked in a stare with August, waiting for him to tell us something. He searched our eyes wildly with a profound amount of bliss and said, “The moon on the wall burned that night, did it not?” We nodded. “Then that was indeed the end of the first trial.”
 
   “What’s the significance of the moon?” Landen asked.
 
   August wrapped his arm around Landen and me and guided us away from the crowd. In the darkness under the stars, he gazed at the heavens for a moment. “The moon is in the fourth house, the house of home and family. It represents your conscious mind, the emotional energy. We all find our own contentment with the moon.” He stepped forward and turned to face us. He then looked at Landen and me and smiled in absolute wonderment.
 
   He continued, “It is true that we choose our life, but it’s also true that we can choose at any moment to change our path. Within the passing of this moon, you found each other, as well as your home and family. You were given a choice. You were tested.” August looked in Landen’s eyes. “You could have surrendered to the turmoil, given away what you desire the most for a chance to change Esterious.” August looked at me. “You could have believed that the only way to protect the ones that you loved was to surrender your soul.” His eyes drifted back to the heavens above us. “You both chose love. Love is prevailing. I can only wonder where every dimension would be if they followed your lead.”
 
   “Did we make the right choice? Are those people going to suffer on because of us?” Landen asked, tightening his jaw, unsure if he wanted to know the answer.
 
   August chuckled a little under his breath, then put his hand on Landen’s shoulder and looked deep inside him. “The people in Esterious are no different from any others. They have a choice, and for now they’ve chosen the fate they live,” he answered.
 
   “I don’t understand,” Landen said in a low tone.
 
   “It is true that there are times we all need to be inspired to change, but it’s foolish to assume that you have the power to think the thoughts of another. Live in your bliss, and you give others permission to find theirs,” August said, smiling widely.
 
   “What are we supposed to do now? How do we inspire?” Landen asked, glancing at me, then back at August.
 
   “Love one another. The stronger your love grows, the more powerful you become. In fact, Jason has a theory,” August said in a delighted tone.
 
   I looked quickly back to the party to see my father and Ashten looking in our direction, full of peace and harmony. My father raised his glass and nodded in our direction. I turned back to August.
 
   “Each time you part, your bodies are damaged. Each time you help another soul as one, your bodies rejuvenate. In theory, if you continue to ‘help,’ then you’ll never age or grow ill. Having immortality in one form will grow undesirable to you one day, but for now enjoy your youth,” August said, laughing under his breath.
 
   I stared at Landen, wide-eyed. He tilted his head and grinned impishly at me. The feeling we received when we joined as one was extraordinary; knowing that it suspended us in our youth was breathtaking.
 
   Laughing, August patted Landen on the back, then turned and walked into the darkness, gazing at the sky. The peace we always felt from him seemed to grow stronger.
 
   The music from the party shifted to a soft lullaby. Landen reached his arm slowly around my waist and pulled me to him. In the darkness, under a diamond blanket of stars, we swayed. Our eyes fell into one another. We both felt overwhelmed with gratitude. He was real…I was real. We had loved each other across time. He reached down and kissed my lips softly and thought, “I love you, Willow…I always have.” I pulled him closer, thinking, “I love you…I always will.”
 
    
 
    
 
   Special note to the reader: 
The INSIGHT series is part of the “Web of Hearts and Souls Universe,” where several series combine into one large story. All series can be read independently or as one. 
The reading order for the Insight Series: 
• Insight 
• Embody 
• Image 
• Vital 
• Vindicate 
• Enflame 
Rivulet 
• Imperial (Story of the Sovereigns) 
• Blakeshire (Drake’s Story) 
• Emanate 
Reading Order for the Complete Web of Hearts Universe: 
• Insight 
• Embody 
• Image 
• See 
• Witness 
• Vital 
• Vindicate 
• Synergy 
• Enflame 
• Redefined 
• Rivulet 
• Imperial 
• Blakeshire 
• Derive 
• Emanate 
• Exaltation* 
• *If you are a fan of Adult Paranormal EDGE can be read with the Web of Hearts, before or after Exaltation—the stories share the same characters. 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   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   I couldn’t breathe. A sickening sensation slowly began to creep through every part of my body. The room seemed to be spinning out of control. Impossible—isn’t it? How can this be possible? I thought to myself as I stared at the image of Drake and me in the black and white photo. I ran my fingertips across the singed, tattered edges and trembled as the memory of the first time Drake was alone with me played before my eyes—he said he had seen me love him. I thought he meant in his mind, not in real life. I sighed, remembering his warm, mesmerizing touch. A chill ran down my spine as the dark images he showed me came to life again.
 
   “Willow, you better calm down. Landen will come in here,” Olivia warned.
 
   I glanced to the window. Landen and Chrispin were playing football with little Preston. Libby was cheering them on from our porch. 
 
   Landen and I can now use each other’s gifts as our own. He was sure to feel my panic, my fear. As my eyes landed on him he froze in mid-play and looked in my direction. I walked over to the window, smiled and pushed my fears away so he would think I was all right. As he fought with his natural instinct to protect me, he hesitated at first, then finally nodded and resumed playing the game.
 
   I turned and walked slowly back to the table and stared down at the photo. An eerie sense of déjà vu haunted me as I gazed at the image from long ago. I could have never loved him—could I? The past months came rushing through my mind: the day Drake had found me at the lake, our fight in the string, and finally the moments he held me, shielded by a white glow. Until now, I had let myself relish in victory, but I was a fool—this was not over.
 
   I felt Clarissa’s intent to see me, her emotion moving closer to my front door. In a panic—wanting to hide any evidence that connected me to Drake Blakeshire I grabbed the photo and ran to the stairs. Stunned by my sudden outburst, Olivia chased after me.
 
   “Where are you going?” she yelled.
 
   I nodded my head to the open door that Clarissa was about to walk through. Olivia then turned and saw her walking toward my front porch. “Wait,” Olivia shouted. “Clarissa was with me when I found the photo. She already knows.” By the time she finished her vain attempt to comfort me I was already at the top of the stairs. I turned, gazed down at Olivia and swallowed hard, assuming they had told Chrispin and Dane. That I was the last in our circle to know how horrible of a soul I was in my past.
 
   “Just us,” Olivia swore, cautiously climbing the stairs, not trusting any reaction I may have.
 
   Hearing Olivia’s promise, Clarissa stepped shyly through the threshold. Olivia gave Clarissa a guilty glance, then motioned for her to follow us. I turned and crossed the open hall to the room I was escaping into. 
 
   This was my studio two walls were all windows, large doorways led to the second story porch. Blank canvases lined the white walls. Landen told me it was the first room he designed for this house. A shy smile emerged on my lips as I thought of him, how aware and connected he seemed to be with my every desire. I didn’t deserve him—this photo in my hand proved that. 
 
   I shuffled my feet across the floor and opened the doors to let the fresh air in. I needed to breathe. It felt like the world was closing in around me.
 
   “I guess you showed her,” Clarissa muttered as they caught up to me.
 
   Olivia nodded. Regret was dominating her emotion. Sometimes I wish I could turn off this insight of mine, feeling others so clearly, it robbed me of the ignorance I wanted to hide behind.
 
   “Where did you find it?” I asked under my breath.
 
   Clarissa walked over to me and put her hand on my shoulder. “We told your mother we would bring back things that were salvaged from your childhood home each time we went to Franklin. We were packing boxes up when an envelope fell over. That photo fell out.”
 
   I wasn’t over the pain of losing that house, which Landen and the others had to burn to the ground in order to stop Drake from owning anything that connected him to my essence. I wasn’t over the idea that dark magic really did exist in this world. That I was, in a sense, at war with it.
 
   “It doesn’t mean anything,” Olivia said, walking to my side.
 
   “I just don’t see how it’s possible. How this could be real?” I whispered, looking down at the photo in my hand. Drake’s image was breathtaking. Perfect in every way and my image could not be happier to be at his side. A sick feeling rose and settled in the back of my throat. I struggled to remain calm to fight back the emotions that would send Landen to my side.
 
   This felt so wrong. The idea of me and Drake as a couple felt horribly wrong, for a host of reasons that I could not begin to explain. It was as if my soul knew secrets and did not trust me enough to speak of them.
 
   “It’s a photo. It doesn’t represent a life with someone. It could have been taken before you found Landen,” Clarissa assured, rubbing my back while trying to hide the lie in her voice. She knew, like I did, that somewhere in time I must have loved Drake. I couldn’t figure out why she was so at ease with this. Landen was her brother; her heritage taught her that soul mates are eternal. Clarissa should be full of rage for the fact that apparently I had forsaken a universal vow. 
 
   I wanted to hide behind her lie and believe that I’d only loved Landen, but the sickening feeling was growing more unbearable. I knew that it wasn’t true. I nodded to give them peace, even smiling a little to hide my raging emotions beneath a calm surface. I was getting good at that, pushing down my fears and putting on a strong front. I had no choice. My entire life had been flipped upside down without warning. Though I had found Landen, I knew there was a long dark road ahead of us. 
 
   “You haven’t told Dane and Chrispin, have you?” I questioned.
 
   They both said no at once. They knew that lying to me was useless. I had almost mastered Landen’s insight of hearing truth in words. I could only sense truth as they spoke.
 
   “Chrispin doesn’t need another reason to hate Drake,” Olivia said, feeling remorseful.
 
   Chrispin had lost his father, Livingston, by Drake’s hand. The salt in the wound was when we all learned that Drake was one of Livingston’s sons, binding Drake to all of us by blood.
 
   “And Dane is just as eager to hate Drake,” Clarissa added.
 
   Dane’s vengefulness was for the nightmares I’d endured. Honestly, everyone yearned for retaliation for the painful images that had haunted me through childhood.
 
   “So what do I do with this?” I asked.
 
   “Forget it,” Olivia said, taking the photo from me and ripping it into small pieces. “Look, we all think Drake is going to come back one day. We just didn’t want him showing up and throwing this in your face,” Olivia finished.
 
   “We thought if you knew in advance, he wouldn’t be able to play with your mind. We were only trying to give you an advantage.” Clarissa added.
 
   “I’m glad I did show you. Downstairs, you looked weak when you saw it,” Olivia said, putting the small pieces of the photo in her pocket.
 
   Their twisted logic almost made sense. My only problem now was finding a way to forget before Landen read it all over my face.
 
   “I brought some stuff from my house, too. There are some photos of Monica. Do you want any?” Olivia asked.
 
   I nodded and followed them downstairs. Through the window I could see the guys still playing a demanding game of touch football. Olivia opened the box she had brought with her then handed me a photo of Monica and me at the lake last summer. She was so full of life then. I didn’t think I would ever move past the grief I felt when her memory surfaced. Olivia laid out a few other photos from our senior year, then walked over and hugged me.
 
   “I have to go. I promised your mom I would drop these boxes by before dinner,” she said.
 
   “Wait, I’ll help you,” Clarissa said. Before she left, she looked at me, “Willow, really, forget the past. Don’t let it hurt your present.”
 
   As they left I slid further down into the chair I was standing in front of. As I stared at Monica’s photo everything I’d faced over the past few months—all the emotions I’d felt as my world was turned inside out consumed me. 
 
   The walls seemed to close in around me. I imagined my future—another huge ordeal, my family and friends put in harm’s way. My mind spun as I took in the awe of a past I couldn’t remember. 
 
   I needed to get away. I abruptly sat up in my seat and pushed back from the table, then went to the hall closet and pulled out Landen and my travel bags, which carried four changes of clothes and currency for different dimensions. I was setting them by the front door when I felt Landen walking in the back door. I glanced down the hall and saw him hesitating at the table as he looked over the photos. I felt his remorse as he saw Monica’s face. In a way, I was glad I had left those photos out. I knew that he would not ask me why I was upset earlier. He would just assume it was over her.
 
   Landen walked slowly up the hall, tossing the football casually from hand to hand. His intense blue eyes landed on the travel bags at my feet. I knew he could feel my intent to run. Seeing how certain my resolve was he tucked the ball under his arm. I felt him fighting with the urge to ask me what Olivia and Clarissa had told me. He forced a calm smile, bringing his perfect dimples to life.
 
   “Are we going somewhere?” he asked playfully. 
 
   I sighed, looking down and knowing that if I looked into his eyes, his calm would take me over and I would find a way to stay. I wanted to run. To run away with him.
 
   “I don’t care where. I just need to get away. Just me and you.” I said in a pleading whisper.
 
   He stepped closer and leaned his forehead to mine. He then reached carefully for my wrist and traced my Ankh tattoo—avoiding the brand of the star. We had not been anywhere alone since we had learned that this star was a marker placed on me by Drake. Chara was the only dimension in which I was safe.
 
   “Landen, we don’t even know if he is alive. We can’t be prisoners here,” I pleaded as tears came to the corners of my eyes.
 
   He let my hand fall then reached for my face and wiped away the tears before they had a chance to escape.
 
   “I would hardly call this a prison,” he whispered, trying to make me smile.
 
   “You know what I mean,” I said, trying to remain serious.
 
   Landen tilted his head toward the phone in the kitchen. “Can I at least call someone and tell them that we’re leaving so they don’t think we’ve been kidnapped by scary monkeys?” he asked lightheartedly.
 
   I held up one finger. We would be here all night if he called everyone in our family and all of them would either tell us not to go or find a way to follow us. He smiled and nodded, then walked to the phone. I ran upstairs to close the balcony doors and all the windows. When I came back downstairs Landen was closing up the last window. When he saw me, he walked over to the bags, picked them up, and opened the door.
 
   “How long do we have before the Cavalry comes?” I asked, raising my brow. “Not long,” he said with a wink.
 
   I grinned then took off in a sprint. We raced through the field of flowers to the large windmill that led to an opening in the string. Breathless, I stepped in. As the hum of energy pushed through me I felt renewed. The white light gently lined in colors was so beautiful to me. When I was in the string I felt like I melted into the energy of the universe. Landen took my hand and began to lead us away from Chara.
 
   “So who did you call?” I thought.
 
   Landen smiled down at me. “Brady. Just so you know, I had to promise him we’d be home the day the baby is due,” he thought.
 
   I immediately felt guilty. I’d promised Felicity that I’d help her. That I would calm her through the pain.
 
   Landen wrapped his arm around me. “They think we deserve the time alone, too,” he thought, washing my guilt away.
 
   I leaned into him so thankful that he was real, that I had found him. 
 
   A few feet later he stopped at a bright yellow light. We then stepped through, out onto the summit of a large mountain. Behind us a home was built perfectly into the peak. It was made of a deep red wood. The entire front of the house was glass, which mirrored the sunset back at us as we looked into it.
 
   “I think this will do for tonight,” Landen said, guiding me up the stone steps. He moved a piece of wood from the front steps, reached in, and retrieved a key. “Wait here. I need to go turn on the generator,” he said, setting the bags down on the steps.
 
   I watched him walk around the side of the house, then slowly sat down and gazed at the last moments of the sunset, taking in its beauty. 
 
   Suddenly, my guilt came back over me. I had left without saying goodbye to my parents. I wondered for a moment if Libby had told them that I had left, if they would understand. Behind me, lights came on and shined through the glass front of the house. Landen then casually walked around the house, smiling at me.
 
   “So who does this house belong to?” I asked him when he got closer.
 
   “All of us. When we take people to different dimensions it’s just easier to have a place that you can call home while you teach them,” Landen said, picking up our bags, climbing the stairs, and unlocking the front door.
 
   “I bet Clarissa has some clothes in here that would fit you,” he said with a bit of a laugh.
 
   “I have clothes,” I protested.
 
   “Yeah, but if we leave here and go into town you’re going to have to wear clothes that match this dimension,” Landen said, raising his eyebrows.
 
   “And what might they be here?” I asked, seeing he was amused.
 
   “They only wear yellow. They see the sun as a god and honor him by wearing only a very bright yellow,” he explained, holding his hand out for me to go in.
 
   The house was beautiful, wide open. The ceiling arched into a frame, the living room had over-sized leather couches centering it, a fireplace was in the center of the couches, and there was a bar that separated the living room and the kitchen. I walked slowly to the couch and collapsed. It was so soft, framing me as I rested there. I heard Landen going through the kitchen looking in all the cabinets. I knew he was looking for food.
 
   “I’m not hungry,” I thought.
 
   I closed my eyes and saw the photo of Drake and me again. I debated on just telling Landen. The last thing I wanted to do was stir up a conflict that had barely rested. Neither of us understood why we, of all people, were tossed into a conflict that began over four million years ago. It didn’t matter that we supposedly chose this or that we were the ones who lived four million years ago. We just wanted to live our lives without conflict. I ultimately decided that I’d be protecting Landen from unnecessary pain if I just forgot, like Olivia had told me.
 
   “Are you sure you’re not hungry? Marc was just here. The entire house is stocked,” Landen said as he made himself a bowl of cereal.
 
   I turned my head from side to side against the couch. Marc had traveled relentlessly since the day we laid his father Livingston in the ground. He used the excuse that Landen needed to spend time with me, and people still needed to find their soul mates. Landen and I knew it was his way to grieve. 
 
   My father had started to travel again, too. It was easy to see that he loved it more than he ever loved being a doctor in Franklin.
 
   I moved my legs to the couch and stretched out. I then closed my eyes and tried to clear my mind. A few moments later I felt Landen crawl next to me.
 
   “Wait for me,” he thought. I sleepily opened my eye to see that he had turned off the lights and was covering us with a blanket. As I felt him nestle against me I let my heavy eyelids fall.
 
   When my eyes opened I realized that I didn’t focus on anywhere the way Landen and I always did as we fell asleep. It was our way of assuring ourselves that we’d be in the same place.
 
   I was standing in the center of a gray street with gray buildings. I took in a deep breath realizing that this was Esterious. The weight that was always on my chest when I came here in my nightmares was absent. I could feel almost everyone around me, whereas in the past I could only feel the one that had called me here and after that I would always face Drake. Panic seized me. I could hear my heart thundering. 
 
   All at once I found peace. Landen placed his hands on my shoulders. I turned to look up at him. I could sense his alarm as well.
 
   “How did we do this?” I thought.
 
   “I don’t know. Are you in pain? Is this a nightmare?” Landen thought.
 
   I shook my head no. “I can feel all of them,” I thought, watching all the people in long black coats go about their mundane day. Their faces were as solemn as they felt.
 
   “I can, too.” 
 
   At that moment, a small child was walking at her mother’s side down the street. Landen was in their path, but before he could move, the little girl passed through him. A tantalizing rush soared through the two of us. I could feel his emotion intensify. For a moment, he felt just as sad as the little girl. After she passed through him, shock came over him, yet the little girl was filled with peace and love. 
 
   Landen’s eyes widened, then he hastily ushered me out of the street. There was a small opening between the buildings we slid inside it and gazed out at the passing people.
 
   “How did you do that?” I thought.
 
   “Me? How did she do that?”
 
   A man leaned against the wall next to us. Landen glanced at me, then cautiously raised his hand and placed it on the man’s shoulder. He was solid. I felt Landen give the man the same peace he had unknowingly given the girl. A rush came through us again. The man stood up straighter. You could tell he wanted to smile, but he hid it as others walked by.
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” Landen thought.
 
   “I think we should help them all,” I thought, looking at the river of people walking by.
 
   “Willow, we have to be careful. They are not supposed to smile or act different. I don’t want them to be executed because we made them feel better. I don’t even know where we are in this Esterious.”
 
   I nodded, smiling at the chance to help more than one person. 
 
   Landen and I took each other’s hand and stepped out of the alley. As the people walked by, we touched them lightly. With each touch the rush we felt intensified. It was mind numbing, blissful. The emotions around us shifted immediately to peace. At the end of the street we stopped and looked back. The people were glancing at each other curiously. Some of them were whispering to one another as they looked back to where we had walked. This was the first time I really appreciated my gift of emotion.
 
   Two men with hoods—whom I could not feel—walked out of the gray building we were standing next to. Landen pulled me back before they could pass through me. The people on the street noticed them immediately. Fear came through them all. Only a few of them were strong enough to hold on to the peace we had given them. We leaned against the wall and watched as the dark men walked through the center of the street.
 
   Once we were sure that none of the people were in danger, we looked at each other and nodded.
 
   We opened our eyes. Daylight was peering in through the front of the house. Landen sat up and rubbed his face, trying to wake up. I pulled myself up slowly.
 
   “I don’t even know what to say,” I said quietly.
 
   Landen looked down at the ground, then back at me. “I feel trapped,” he said. “What is the purpose of giving them any peace if they lose it as soon as one of the priests comes around?”
 
   “Maybe we’re supposed to find the strong ones. Help them so they can help the others,” I offered, urging him to lie back down.
 
   He refused to comply. Instead, he moved his from head side to side as he stared into the thin air. He was clearly arguing with himself, or at least an idea he had.
 
   “August tried to help a man in Esterious. The man and his family plotted underground to cause people to rise together against the priests, against Donalt. Someone betrayed them…they lost their lives. They left behind two young girls. August has never forgiven himself for encouraging the man.”
 
   “When was that?” I asked feeling even more disgusted with Esterious.
 
   “I don’t know...at least ten years ago. That’s why I think we need to be careful. I don’t want anyone’s blood on our hands,” Landen said, pulling me closer to him.
 
   “I don’t think we hurt anyone last night. We could do the same again tonight,” I said, staring at the A-frame ceiling.
 
   “I thought the reason we left our home without warning was to spend time alone, away from what Esterious has done to us, to our family and friends. We stumbled last night. I think we should be more careful and focus tonight. We need a break. We can go back when we understand it more,” he said in a final tone.
 
   I wasn’t fond of being told what to do. I never have been. When I sat up quickly and went to find a shower, he knew I was furious.
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked, grabbing my bag and following me to the bathroom down the hall.
 
   “What’s wrong?” I repeated sarcastically. “You want to go home and get everybody’s opinion on last night. You know what will happen—we’ll be pulled in every direction, only to find out that no one even knows one way or the other. All the while, people in Esterious are going to be living in their own personal hell. It’s not fair.” I pulled my things out of my bag and began throwing them on the counter in the bathroom.
 
   Landen caught my hands before I could toss my brush. He gently pinned my arms behind my back and pulled my body against his. He dipped his head slightly so I would I have no choice but to look him in the eye.
 
   God those eyes of his were lethal. It didn’t matter if I was in a foul mood, terrified, or basked in his bliss they would seize me. Right now that stare was telling me to take a breath. To stop and listen to the reasons he had for caution.
 
   “Now, you know that’s not my intent,” he said, tilting his head a little, while letting his eyes carefully glide down my body. 
 
   I really wanted to stay mad at him. But he had me under the spell of his empowering energy that was wrapped in unconditional love and passion. The boy could make my heart race with nothing less than a glance.
 
   Right now his solid intent was to protect me, to help me become all that fate had asked of me. His intent was for us to become more powerful as one.
 
   Silently he was telling me that had to occur before we could help the souls that I yearned to save.
 
   “I just want it to be over with. I don’t have the patience for all of this to unfold. Why can’t we just help and move on with our life?” I asked, almost pleading.
 
   Landen kissed my forehead then let his lips gently slide down to my cheekbone before they finally found my waiting lips. He teased me at first, kissing my bottom lip, then my top before melding our lips together. When I felt his tongue slide against mine, when he deepened our kiss to a level that invited passion I felt a numb sensation encase me. My very being was pulsing wanting to be as close to him as I possibly could be. 
 
   He reached down and picked me up, wrapping my legs around him and leaning me against the sink. His lips left mine and traveled down my neck as his sinful hands began to explore my body at slow pace.
 
   “You’re distracting me Chambers.”
 
   “Apparently not well enough.” He thought as I felt his hands move the rim of my shirt up.
 
   I signed feeling the warmth of his touch against my flesh.
 
   His lips left my neck and I slowly opened my eyes to see him staring at me as if I were the most precious soul he had ever laid eyes on.
 
   “We will figure this out. We become more powerful when we love each other. Our insights are already colliding. We have to be in sync before we can help others.”
 
   My hands moved across his shoulders and his chest, feeling how powerful his mind, body and soul were, knowing that he was mine.
 
   “So your theory is that we take off alone,” I let my lips barely graze against his. “Let our gifts strengthen, and then go back and get everyone all rallied up again?”
 
   “Go back and help,” Landen corrected as he leaned in and let his lips tease my neck. I swear he knew exactly where to kiss me, exactly what to do ease my body.
 
   “It sounds like a very clever plan to get me alone,” I said with a sigh as I eased my fingers though his dark hair.
 
   “Everybody wins my way,” Landen said under his breath, as his hands reached back for my knee and slowly began to slide forward. 
 
   Landen Chambers had to be the most addictive soul in this universe. And he was all mine.
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